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Abstract 
This thesis uses a framework of contextualised critical hydropolitics with references 
to political ecology and environmental justice in order to investigate different 
framings of water resources management practices in the Sesan transboundary river 
basin. The Sesan River is a tributary of the Mekong River in Southeast Asia and 
originates in Vietnam and flows through Cambodia. The impact of intensive dam 
development on the Sesan is the biggest threat to the river’s ecology and people’s 
livelihoods. The main objective of the current research is to understand the multiplex 
needs and objectives of water users by questioning the extent to which the livelihood 
concerns of the dam-affected people and their participation is inherent in the 
management and governance of Sesan transboundary water resources. It investigates 
how transboundary impacts are perceived by different Sesan water players and how 
such perceptions are grounded in the need to integrate the concerns of all 
stakeholders.  
The study applies an ethnographic approach to observe and assess how 
participation and integration are conceptualised and manifested in the form of 
debates and discussions at public meetings, and also through speeches and statements 
made at different stakeholders’ meetings and through NGO discussions and actions. 
The result of the empirical research shows that integration and participation are 
framed and interpreted in various ways, shifting from a critique and challenge to 
existing ways of doing things toward an appropriation of progressive discourse by 
more powerful actors to claim legitimacy and maintain authority in water 
governance. Integration and participation become devices for claiming 
transboundary water governance.  
The case of IWRM-led planning in the Mekong and Sesan examined in this 
thesis demonstrates how integration and participation become programmatic. They 
are devices for claiming a full integration of stakeholder’s concerns and enhance the 
legitimacy of transboundary water resources management. Under these 
circumstances, the voices of the dam-affected people and their concerns are 
programmatised and grassroots grievances and responses to the impacts of Sesan 
dams relevant to transboundary governance are downplayed and depoliticised. As a 
result, the involvement of the dam-affected people in water resources management 
continues to be short-changed and they are generally left out of the Sesan decision-
making process. In the case of Sesan advocacy, as demonstrated by grassroots 
movements such as the 3SPN, integration and participation are framed in terms of 
what may be termed a ‘justice-orientation’ to transboundary governance which has 
greater significance in bringing about justice for the dam-affected people. It aims to 
secure the space of engagement of the dam-affected people in the decision-making 
process related to dam development in the Sesan.  
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The thesis concludes that the social framings of Sesan transboundary impacts 
through a discourse of integration and participation are devices for hegemonic actors 
such as development bank agents and water managers to claim their legitimacy in 
Sesan water resources management and impose their views of governance on other 
actors. Understanding the critique of social framing as a political technology is a 
means for powerless actors to claim their space of engagement as dam-affected people 
and to gain leverage in Sesan transboundary water governance.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
 
1.1 Research introduction 
 
The effective management of transboundary river basins poses a number of challenges 
around the world. Common concerns include the equitable sharing of water resources 
and the relative benefits for upstream and downstream communities, mechanisms to 
address transboundary impacts and conflicts, negotiation and justice for the affected 
peoples and conflict resolution (Ganoulis, Skoulikaris, & Monget, 2008; Hirsch, 2006a, 
2006b; Sneddon & Fox, 2006; Wolf, 2007). These issues have triggered a rethinking of 
appropriate institutional arrangements and effective governance in transboundary river 
basins. In essence, strategies for effective water resources management must embrace 
inter-disciplinary perspectives, be attentive to complexities and different mechanisms 
for cooperation and resolving conflicts, and take into account issues of scale politics and 
power relations (Lebel, Garden, & Imamura, 2005; Sneddon & Fox, 2006; Zeitoun & 
Warner, 2006). They must also embrace the politics of water resources management at 
different scales and its temporal dimensions (i.e. everyday politics; local and global 
politics) as well as the needs of different stakeholders and the underlying social and 
political context of their participation (Mollinga, 2008b).  
The issues of sharing water resources equitably and sustainable development of 
river basins have been debated through a discourse grounded in integrative water 
resources management. Under the guise of integration, this requires incorporation of 
stakeholders and their concerns into the decision-making process for water resources 
development and planning as well as enhancing the participation of the affected people 
whose livelihoods are affected by development (participation). Proponents of integrated 
water resources management claim that a balance of environmental and economic 
objectives is assured, and social equity is achieved. Discourses around integration and 
participation appear to have brought together previously oppositional groups: 
conventional and more radical approaches to the use and governance of rivers. 
However, these groups associate very different meanings to the terms. There is tension 
between broad-scale integration and grounded participation, which has bred a new 
critical hydropolitics of river basin management. Understanding the tensions between 
discourses of integration and participation and the emergence of a new hydropolitics are 
central to the investigation in this thesis. 
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The thesis examines practical integration and participation in practices of water 
resources management in the Sesan river basin in the Mekong (Figure 1), which is 
positioned between Vietnam and Cambodia. The Sesan river basin in Southeast Asia is 
facing an environmental crisis caused by Sesan hydropower developments that threaten 
the livelihood of riverside communities and are resulting in massive social and economic 
impacts (3SPN, 2007a; Badenoch, 2002; Baird, et al., 2002; Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004; 
McKenney, 2001; NGO Forum, 2005; Ratner, 2003; Wyatt & Baird, 2007). The current 
practices of water resources management in the Sesan are targeted at addressing 
transboundary impacts through enhancing the inclusion of the dam-affected people as 
well as other stakeholders in transboundary water resources planning. These practices 
are dominated by the principle of integrated water resources management, which is 
promoted as a means for achieving sustainable development in the basin through the 
integration of basin stakeholders’ concerns and participation. Tackling transboundary 
impacts caused by the Sesan dams through integrated water resources management by 
Sesan water players such as development bank agents and the river basin commission 
has become a crucial factor contributing to good governance and enhancing 
accountability in Sesan water resources development. 
The principles of integration and participation applied in Sesan water resources 
management can be found in the well-known concept of Integrated Water Resources 
Management (IWRM), promoted by the Global Water Partnership (GWP) during the 
1980s and 1990s. It became a globally popular concept and has been adopted by the 
World Bank, the Asian Development Bank and the Mekong River Commission as a key 
instrument for achieving sustainable development in river basins and reconciling the 
environmental, social and economic goals of water resources development (GWP, 
2000). According to GWP, integration is seen as a solution to the conventional way of 
water management, or fragmented water resources management, where a sector such as 
hydropower is given priority while others such as environment and fisheries are 
ignored. Integration means incorporating the needs of other sectors and stakeholders’ 
interests into planning and water resources development. IWRM requires resource 
managers to attend to upstream and downstream resource users’ needs. It also calls for 
meaningful participation of resources users, especially the poor and women who are 
often marginalised.  
At the grassroots level, the notions of integration and participation are also 
important concepts. They are framed as a means to achieve participatory transboundary 
governance advocated by NGOs for effective river basin management. In the context of 
the Sesan river basin, grassroots organisations focus on the democratic participation of 
dam-affected people in water resources planning and development and advocate for the 
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protection of people’s rights and incorporation of people’s needs into water resources 
management. In the discourses of integration and participation advocated by NGOs, 
such as river protection networks, they are at the core of advocacy (participatory 
transboundary governance of resources). 
The thesis aims to understand the different interpretations of notions such as 
integration and participation that are crucial to water resources governance. It places 
particular emphasis on the operationalisation of IWRM in the Sesan, and the tensions 
between the meanings of the social actors (i.e. dam-affected communities, development 
bank agents, river basin commission, water resources planners and NGOs).  
The thesis investigates the discursive framings of the transboundary impacts of 
dam development and water resources management in order to understand the influence 
of these framings on water resources management and Sesan transboundary water 
governance. Tracing the discursive framings of transboundary impacts allows for an 
understanding of how certain arguments gain dominance, what debates are opted for, 
whose knowledge is favoured, how actors contest their arguments and impose their 
views on transboundary governance, how transboundary impacts are dealt with in 
practice, and, the overall implications for Sesan transboundary governance. The main 
argument of this thesis is that the social framing of Sesan transboundary impacts 
through a discourse of integration and participation is a discursive device employed by 
the key Sesan water players in order to shape Sesan transboundary governance. 
While a complete study of IWRM in the trasnboundary Sesan River Basin would 
require fieldwork on both sides of the Vietnam-Cambodia border, practicalities have 
required that this thesis places more focus on the Cambodia side of the Sesan only.  This 
is due to the limitation of access to the dam locations in Vietnam and the political 
sensitivity of the Central Highlands area where they are located. This may allow an 
incomplete analysis of transboundary processes and assessment.  
 
1.2 Hydropower development in the Sesan and its impacts 
 
In countries such as Vietnam and Cambodia, water resources utilisation and 
development, such as hydropower, have been justified to serve national economic 
development. However, such development on a transboundary river such as the Sesan 
incurs impacts beyond the administrative border and is likely to affect the livelihoods of 
the downstream riverside communities. Currently, there are six dams in operation on 
the Vietnam reach of the Sesan. These are: Pleikrong, Sesan 3, Sesan 3a, Yali Falls, 
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Sesan 4 and 4a. Another dam, the Lower Sesan 2 is planned in Stung Treng province in 
Cambodia; it is known that the dam will seriously affect Cambodian fisheries and food 
security (Baird, 2009).  
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Map of the Sesan river basin shared by Cambodia and Vietnam. (Source: ADB, 
2006.) 
 
There are several key social and political processes that shape Sesan hydropower 
development. They include processes such as state decisions to develop the Sesan dams; 
regional cooperation that aims at achieving energy security in the region; national 
economic development which aims to improve capital flow under the banner of poverty 
alleviation; and a grassroots social movement. These processes (individually and in 
combination) have been shaping water use and development in the Sesan river basin and 
dictating its governance.  
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Hydropower dams and their operation have generated externalities. The 
transboundary impacts of the Sesan dams are manifest in four areas of river change: 
hydrological, ecological, social and economic. Hydrological changes are caused by the 
way in which the dams operate, resulting in river flow fluctuations and reduced water 
quality. Ecological changes caused by the dams include reduced fishery habitats, 
blocking of fish migration routes and river bank erosion which causes the collapse of 
riverbank agriculture along the riverbank. These changes have an immediate impact on 
people’s livelihood, as they impact on food security and result in a loss of income from 
fishing. The main social impacts include the lack of a means of transportation, loss of 
fishing gear due to river flow fluctuations and loss of food security. The consequential 
economic impacts are also immense such as reduced income from fisheries and 
agriculture. The livelihoods impacts caused by the Sesan dams are documented by the 
concerned NGOs (such as NGOs whose missions are centered on the changes of 
livelihoods and environment). There has also been significant interest from academia 
including concern about food insecurity issues caused by reduced fisheries in the Sesan). 
There are several arguments that have been put forward for appropriate compensation, 
which to date has not been provided to the dam-affected communities along the Sesan 
River (Baird, et al., 2002; Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004; NGO Forum, 2005; Ratner, 2003).  
It is also debated whether other externalities that are not associated with river 
use and extraction, such as deforestation, contribute to local impacts.  Both hydropower 
development and land appropriation (for economic concessions such as mining and 
rubber plantations) in the Sesan watershed are playing an important role in changing 
Sesan waterscapes (Baird & Mean, 2005; Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004). Besides the issues of 
impacts, the issue of costs and benefits distribution associated with Sesan hydropower 
developments are also of concern. The issues include a poor recognition of the needs of 
affected communities and a lack of awareness of the fair distribution of costs and 
benefits associated with the dam development. Furthermore, there has been little or no 
participation by the affected communities in Sesan EIA and other decision-making 
processes. These issues highlight questions of accountability and injustices in dam 
development and the need for improved water resources governance.  
Improved water resources governance in the Sesan is challenged by the issue of 
the effective management of transboundary impacts and water resources to ensure the 
full integration of the dam-affected people and their needs (ADB, 2006; Baird, et al., 
2002; Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004; STRIVER, 2009a; Wyatt & Baird, 2007). In the grassroots 
discourse, participation by the dam-affected people and the integration of their voices 
into the dam decision-making process is considered the most prominent way of 
addressing livelihood changes caused by the Sesan dams. This has led to the formation 
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of the anti-dam movement known as the Sesan, Sekong and Srepok Rivers Protection 
Network or 3SPN. The network has been powerful in mobilising dam-affected people 
and advocating for rights and justice for the dam-affected people. However, it struggles 
to get people’s voices heard at the decision-making process  
 
On the other hand, in order to achieve transboundary governance and to ensure 
sustainable development in the Sesan river basin,  actors such as development banks and 
the inter-governmental river basin commission such as the Mekong River Commission 
have adopted IWRM concept. This concept promotes transboundary water resources 
planning by engaging different stakeholders in water resources planning. Currently 
three types or modalities for IWRM implementation are in operation: (a) the World 
Bank Water Resource Assistance Strategy where the IWRM concept has been adopted 
to guide investments in the Mekong; (b) the Mekong River Commission IWRM-based 
Basin-wide Strategy ; and (c) the Asian Development Bank’s IWRM in the 3S river 
basin, . There are diverse interpretations around integration and participation among 
the three IWRM interventions and how the concept of water resources management are 
understood,  how they are framed and undertaken in order to achieve Sesan 
transboundary governance. Also, there are different arguments made around 
integration and participation between the three IWRM interventions in order to 
address Sesan transboundary impacts and to promote water governance, as portrayed in 
the three IWRM operations.    
 
In essence, unpacking the social framing of Sesan transboundary impacts and 
water governance issues through a discourse of integration and participation reveals the 
influence of the framings by different water players in the politics of water resources 
management in the Sesan. It demonstrates a vital step for better understanding 
transboundary governance in river basins that experience conflict, such as the Sesan, 
and the mechanisms used for promoting governance. 
 
1.3 Research approach 
 
The current research examines discourses of water resources governance in the Sesan 
river basin. It takes place in multi-locality settings and on multiple platforms (village 
meetings, meetings organized by the IWRM implementers and water managers, village 
gatherings). These reflect the sheer complexity of actors with stakes in Sesan water 
governance and their diverse and sometimes contested interests. Multi-platforms mean 
that the ethnography was conducted at different places such as villages and meetings 
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organised by IWRM implementers. In essence, the platforms are avenues where actors’ 
ideologies and worldviews are debated and imposed on others and thus reflect the 
manifestation of discourses of water resources management and development.  
Discourse analysis is employed for analysing how different Sesan water players 
articulate their perceptions on the dams’ impacts and their visions for governance. The 
analysis includes an examination of the role of language in public fora using transcripts, 
media accounts, and various reports. In addition, an applied ethnographic approach was 
conducted and interviews were carried out with the 3SPN in order to gain an insight 
into its mission and its discursive strategies for advocacy. Discourse analysis is used to 
unpack the framing of Sesan transboundary impacts and water governance. “A discourse 
is a framework that embraces a ‘particular combination of narratives, concepts, 
ideologies and signifying practices’ (Barnes and Duncan, 1992:8 cited in Newman, 2005) 
and emphasises some concepts at the expense of others” (Peet and Watts, 1996a cited in 
Newman 2005). The tracing of discourse is an attempt to understand how certain 
discourses gain ascendancy over others (Hajer, 2003a). Fieldwork in two Cambodian 
provinces was conducted during 2010-2011: in Ratanakiri province from April-
September 2010 and in Stung Treng province from February-April 2011. The fieldwork 
included participation in village meetings and training workshops on dams organised by 
NGOs, as well as interviews with NGO field staff and people affected by the dams.  
Two sets of case studies of social framings of water governance in the Sesan are 
examined. They include the case of Sesan advocacy by 3SPN, and the implementation of 
IWRM in the Sesan. These cases demonstrate how perceptions of environmental 
changes in the Sesan are appropriated and framed within different actors’ principle aims. 
They focus on water resources management (IWRM) and advocacy relating to Sesan 
dams (3SPN).  
 
1.4 Research questions 
 
Two overarching research questions are addressed in this thesis: 
Q 1: How do the key Sesan water players frame their arguments in terms of 
integration and participation to address the Sesan transboundary impacts?  
Q 2: How do different ways of framing key arguments influence the practices and 
politics of water resources management in the Sesan?  
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Stemming from these two main questions, the thesis further addresses several sub-
questions. The first sub-question focuses on the local scale where the riverbank 
communities experience transboundary impacts caused by the Sesan dams, and asks: 
How do the affected people understand the transboundary impacts and, how do 
other social actors frame and represent integration and participation in these 
locations?  
The purpose of asking these questions is to unpack local perceptions of Sesan 
transboundary impacts and how they are framed and represented within the NGO 
advocacy against further dam development. In particular, there is a focus on how the 
notions of integration and participation are articulated by NGO representatives in order 
to have people’s voices heard and to improve water governance in the Sesan.  
The second sub-question asked focuses on IWRM: 
How are integration and participation framed within IWRM to improve 
governance of water resources in Sesan?  
This question is addressed by the case study of IWRM which demonstrates how Sesan 
transboundary impacts and the means to address them are framed and implemented. In 
particular, how the key actors interpret the need to integrate concerns from the dam-
affected people and adopt practices to enhance their participation is examined. Based on 
the two cases, the further question is posed: 
How does the social framing of Sesan transboundary impacts influence the 
practice of water resources management in the Sesan and its politics? 
The tracing of the discursive framing of Sesan transboundary impacts and the social 
framing of water governance issues reveals the influences affecting water resources 
management in the Sesan. The objective is to illustrate how the practices and the 
contested interplay of actors’ storylines and arguments shape the space of engagement 
by the dam-affected people in Sesan transboundary governance. 
1.5 Analytical framework 
 
A framework of critical hydropolitics with references to political ecology and 
environmental justice is the main analytical framework in this thesis. A critical hydro-
politics framework (Sneddon & Fox, 2006) calls for a careful investigation of a 
transboundary conflict by paying attention to discourses of water use and control in the 
river basin interacting with nodes of conflict and how these are represented and 
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exercised in relation to the actors’ imagination of the transboundary river basin. The 
Sesan dams and their transboundary impacts are identified as a point of conflict in this 
study. The framework of hydro-politics offers a new lens for the study of transboundary 
environmental conflict by looking at scale framing and the discourses of water resources 
development (and management) of the Sesan’s multiple actors. 
 
The central focus of political ecology is the political dimension of an 
environmental problem. Scholars applying political ecology as a framework often 
examine the role of unequal power relations among key actors, and how this plays a role 
in the politics of resources management (Bryant, 1997, 1998; Escobar, 2006; Forsyth, 
2003; Molle, 2007; Mollinga, 2008a; Peet & Watts, 1996). The two fundamental 
concepts in political ecology brought to the investigation of water resources 
management in the Sesan are that of scale politics and the discursive framing of the 
impacts or the concept of ‘regional discursive formation’ (Peet & Watts, 1996). This is 
the framing which allows certain issues related to an environmental problem to emerge 
or be hidden according to the influential discourse.  
 
With regard to the framing of Sesan transboundary impacts through the 
initiatives of the NGOs and the anti-dam movement, the theory of environmental justice 
is employed. Addressing the issues of distribution, recognition and participation is 
fundamental to the advocacy for environmental justice (Schlosberg, 2002). Guided by 
the theory of environmental justice, an examination of the 3SPN and its movement is 
undertaken.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Analytical framework diagram: a framework of critical hydropolitics 
contextualised in political ecology and environmental justice.  
Political Ecology 
Environmental justice 
Critical Hydropolitics 
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The diagram shows how the situated-framework of critical hydropolitics within 
political ecology and environmental justice is used to unpack the social framing of Sesan 
transboundary impacts and integration and participation. Two cases of social framing 
grounded in integrative water resources management are examined: the case of 3SPN 
advocacy and the implementation of IWRM in the Sesan. Deciphering the assumptions 
of integration and participation that are understood and framed by the key Sesan water 
players is a key task of this thesis; more important is its concern with what influences 
the players’ perceptions and worldviews and how integration and participation are 
practised.  
 
1.6 Outline of the thesis 
 
Following this introductory chapter, the thesis is organised as follows:  
Chapter 2 explains the situated-framework of critical hydropolitics in political 
ecology and environmental justice. This framework is applied to understand 
transboundary impacts of dam development and water resources governance. An 
exploration is made of the ‘social framing’ (Peet & Watts, 1996) of environmental 
changes by unpacking policy debates and tracing their actual influences. A framework of 
critical hydropolitics situated within political ecology and environmental justice allows 
an analysis of Sesan transboundary impacts to be carried out in a way that takes into 
account the role of discourse, and how it shapes water resources development. It also 
elucidates the scale politics underlying Sesan dam development, and the injustices 
caused by such development.  
Chapter 3 reviews the literature on IWRM. This chapter explains the emergence 
of the concept of IWRM, its popularity and the gaps between theory and practice. It 
also highlights how an uncritical use of the concepts of integration and participation in 
IWRM may obscure some actors’ interpretation of the two concepts, and how they are 
influenced by different actors’ positions and missions.   
Chapter 4 introduces the research methodology, which primarily involves 
discourse analysis and ethnography. The chapter also introduces the field research sites 
in the four districts of the Sesan River and how fieldwork was conducted using mixed-
methods and techniques. Participant observation and interviews were employed in the 
fieldwork for the following purposes: to gain insight into the livelihood struggles of the 
Sesan riverbank communities; to understand how the visions of the NGOs, especially 
that of the 3SPN, influence framing of the problems they engage within their advocacy, 
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and how their demands for empowered participation are crafted; to comprehend the 
visions of the IWRMimplementers ; and to understand the perspectives of the various 
actors on the issues of integration and the participation.  
Chapter 5 explains the geography of the Sesan river basin, its people, its 
hydropolitics and water resources development in the basin. Attention is drawn to the 
ways in which the scale of the Sesan river basin is framed by different social actors as 
transnational space and as a planning unit. This framing reflects the actors’ different 
perceptions of water resources governance. Chapter 6 focuses on local perceptions of 
Sesan transboundary impacts illustrated by the riverbank communities. The chapter 
explains how an NGO, such as the rivers protection network (3SPN), articulates its 
concerns for dam development in the Sesan through its advocacy work seeking 
environmental and social justice for the people affected by the dams. This chapter 
addresses the questions: How do the locals discuss the transboundary problem and its solution?  
How are issues framed and represented by NGOs in terms of integration and participation?   
Chapter 7 demonstrates how the concept of IWRM is carried out by various 
actors in the Sesan.  This chapter also aims to contextualise the implementation of 
IWRM in the Sesan and the three modalities of IWRM carried out by the World Bank, 
Mekong River Commission and Asian Development Bank. It unpacks the narratives of 
the key Sesan water players and how they perceive concepts of integration and 
participation. More importantly, this chapter examines how Sesan transboundary 
impacts are elucidated in IWRM. It addresses the questions: How are integration and 
participation framed by IWRM implementers? What are the implications for Sesan governance?   
Chapter 8 is a discussion chapter where political ecology, critical hydropolitics 
and environmental justice theory are drawn upon to examine how transboundary 
impacts in the Sesan are socially framed. This chapter revisits the main research 
questions: How do key Sesan water players frame their arguments in terms of integration and 
participation to address transboundary impacts?  How does the interplay of the different 
framings influence water resources management in the Sesan and its politics? In answering 
these questions, the two case studies of 3SPN advocacy and IWRM are used to explore 
the implications of socially-framed water resources governance in the Sesan using the 
main theoretical framework of the thesis.  
Chapter 9 highlights the conclusions of the thesis and the main theoretical 
contributions to the framework of a critical hydropolitics framework situated within 
political ecology and environmental justice.  
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Chapter 2: Situating critical hydropolitics in political 
ecology and environmental justice  
 
Even when social movements originate transnational networks; these might be 
operational strategies for the defense of place. (Escobar, 2001, p. 148) 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter begins with an explanation of the geographical political ecology approach 
and its application to demonstrate the importance of scale in framing the environmental 
problems emerging in the Sesan transboundary river basin, and as a way of finding 
solutions to these problems. Secondly, the chapter discusses how a critical hydropolitics 
framework may be used in unpacking Sesan hydropower development and 
transboundary impacts, with an emphasis on the role of the discourse of hydropower 
development. Thirdly, the theory of participation which is employed in this thesis in the 
analysis of Sesan water resources management is explained. The central argument in 
this chapter is that the use of the framework of critical hydropolitics situated within 
political ecology and environmental justice allows the assessment of transboundary 
water conflict and water governance in the Sesan to take account of the scale politics 
underpinning hydropower development (i.e. upstream-downstream power relations). It 
also allows for an examination of injustice issues caused by the Sesan dams (in terms of 
distribution, recognition and participation), and the issue of exclusion of the dam-
affected people from the Sesan dam decision making process of hydropower 
development on the Sesan River. 
 
2.2 Political ecology  
 
This section sets out how political ecology is used as an approach in this thesis to 
understand the dynamics of transboundary river basins, environmental conflicts and 
issues of water governance. The breadth of political ecology demonstrates growing 
contributions and knowledge around the relationship between ecological changes and 
politics. Broad arrays of studies applying a political ecology approach include: (a) studies 
on the linkages between environmental changes and their associated social and political 
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process, which draws links to the political economy of environmental problems (Blaikie, 
1985); (b) studies on environmental narrative and discourse in environmental policy-
making (Blaikie, 2004; Blaikie & Muldavin, 2004); (c) studies focusing on politics of scale 
and multi-scale analysis of environmental problems which examine the plurality of 
social actors framing the politicised environment (Bakker, 1999; C. Brown & Purcell, 
2005; Bryant, 1992; Bryant & Bailey, 1997; Lebel, et al., 2005; Molle, 2007; Sneddon, 
Harris, Dimitrov, & Ozesmi, 2002; Karl Zimmerer & Bassett, 2003) and drawing on the 
notion of  ‘scale politics’ influenced by political economy and geography (Brenner, 2001; 
C. Brown & Purcell, 2005; Delaney & Lietner, 1997; Howitt, 1993, 2000; Jones, 1998; 
Lebel, et al., 2005; Marston, 2000; Meadowcroft, 2002; Molle, 2007; Sneddon, et al., 
2002); (d) studies on the role of power and knowledge in shaping the discourse on 
environmental change and political analysis of the way environmental problems are 
framed by different social actors (Forsyth, 2003); (e) studies focussing on the 
relationships between politics and ecology in analyses of environmental change (Bryant, 
1992); (f) studies that link with environmental and social justice movements, and focus 
on the issues of marginalisation and resource conflicts where the notion of scale is 
strategically framed to gain leverage in addressing certain issues (Escobar, 1995; Guha, 
1989; Meadowcroft, 2002; Robbins, 2004); (g) and, not least, studies on liberation 
ecology which examine links between political ecology and discourse theory that are 
often applied to the study of social movements (Bassette & Zueli, 2000; Peet & Watts, 
1996; K. S. Zimmerer, 2004). These shed light on the discursive formation of 
environment which is known as ‘post-structural political ecology’ (Escobar, 1996, 1999; 
Peet & Watts, 1996).  
According to Bryant (1992), “political ecology represents an attempt to develop 
an integrated understanding of how environmental and political forces interact to 
mediate social and environmental change” (p.12). He states the political ecology “must 
be sensitive to the interplay of diverse socio-political forces and the relationship of those 
forces to environmental change” (p.14). He further concludes that the use of political 
ecology in analysing environmental problems must extrapolate the importance of 
environment, society and politics.  
By adopting a geographical approach to political ecology in this thesis, the study 
draws the link to scale politics as influenced by both the field of political ecology (C. 
Brown & Purcell, 2005; Meadowcroft, 2002; Swyngedouw, 1997a; K Zimmerer, 2000) 
and the discipline of human geography (Cox, 1998; Delaney & Lietner, 1997; Kurtz, 
2003; Marston, 2000; Marston, JonesIII, & Woodward, 2005; Towers, 2000). The 
notion of scale and politics of scale is widely recognised to be important in 
understanding socio-political processes such as globalisation, the changing power of 
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states and control, the study of environment and social struggles including uneven 
development (Cox, 1997; Marston, 2000; Marston, et al., 2005; Swyngedouw, 2000, 
2004; Williams, 1999). Sally Marston’s review of scale states explicitly that scale is not 
an ontological given, but instead it is socially constructed. Marston asserts that “it 
(scale) is instead a contingent outcome of the tensions that exist between structural 
forces and the practices of human agents” (p.220). “The framings of scale-framings that 
can have both rhetorical and material consequences are often contradictory and 
contested and are not necessarily enduring” (Marston, 2000, p.221). By this assertion, 
she calls for a more thorough understanding of the factors and processes driving the 
construction and transformation of geographical scales and scale-making processes.  
As reflected in their geographical approach to political ecology, Zimmerer and 
Bassett (2003) also see scale “not as ontological given but as socially-environmentally 
produced” (Karl Zimmerer & Bassett, 2003, p. 3). Recent developments in human 
geography indicate that “scale is socially and politically constructed” (Brenner, 2001; C. 
Brown & Purcell, 2005; Bulkeley, 2005; Cox, 1997; Howitt, 2002; Marston, 2000). This 
refers to relevant social and political processes underpinning the construction of scale or 
scale configuration. Scale is the outcome of socially and politically constructed processes 
that encapsulate the social, economic and political process attached to them. “Where 
scale emerges is in the fusion of ideologies and practices (Delaney & Lietner, 1997, p. 
97). However, the process may not be smooth, and, indeed, in some instances scale could 
be challenged and contested. It implies that scale is not fixed and it is defined according 
to an actor’s vision and ideologies.  
Brenner (2001) expanded the point of scale construction that could be reordered 
and hierarchically differentiated to favour particular interests and decisions. Such a 
reordering and reorganising of scale is highly contested as scale is manipulated to 
achieve certain purposes and agendas. The process of scale construction is inherently 
contentious. In some instances, it involves actors in positioning their interests 
strategically. Scale is imbued with power relations. “Scale can become the arena and 
moment, both discursively and materially, where socio-spatial power relations are 
contested and compromises are negotiated and regulated” (Swyngedouw, 1997b, p. 140). 
Hence, the politics of scale involves “the continuous reshuffling and reorganization of 
scales and is an integral part of social strategies and struggles for control and 
empowerment” (Swyngedouw, 2000, p. 70). Such processes are termed “scalar 
narratives”; they shape human and environmental relationships through a particular use 
of language. It is therefore highly critical to treat “scale as constructed and manipulated 
in order for certain social actors to have material impacts” (Manson, 2008, p. 783), and 
to serve certain purposes.  
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As scale can be manipulated to serve certain purposes for social actors, the notion 
of scale is not innocent and given. On the other hand, it is constructed by actors to 
achieve specific goals and agendas (Delaney & Lietner, 1997). “Scales are constructed to 
favour (a) particular analysis and scalar configurations are (the) strategy used by 
different groups to pursue their particular agenda” (C. Brown & Purcell, 2005, p. 608). 
In their study, Christopher Brown and Mark Purcell developed a framework to analyse 
scale reflecting “how scale and scalar relationships become fixed, un-fixed and re-fixed 
as a result of that struggle” (C. Brown & Purcell, 2005, p. 614). In analysing scale, it is 
important to note that spatial scales are never fixed, but are perpetually redefined, 
contested and restructured in terms of their extent, content, relative importance and 
interrelations” (Swyngedouw, 1997b, p. 141). Swyngedouw (2004) contends that 
“Spatial scales are never fixed, but are perpetually redefined, contested and restructured 
in terms of their extent, content, relative importance and interrelations” (Swyngedouw, 
2004, p. 133). This means that attention to the context in which scale is framed and 
actor’s interests and agendas are necessary for considering scale construction and 
configurations.  
Molle (2007) contends that “different scales are used to legitimize certain actors 
and strategies” (p. 35). This is particularly important in understanding the evolution of 
river basin planning and water resources governance.   
In the field of water resources governance, the unpacking of scale and its 
configuration are vital for an articulation of environmental conflict in the river basin 
and the complexities resulting from the interweaving of social and political processes 
(Lebel, et al., 2005; Molle, 2005, 2007; Sneddon, 2002; Sneddon & Fox, 2006; Sneddon, 
et al., 2002). The tracing of environmental changes at different scales and multiple 
actors involved is vital for a systematic analysis of environmental change (Bryant & 
Bailey, 1997). However, environmental problems cannot be adequately understood 
without recognising a host of problems at different scales and the wide range of actors 
contributing to them, who are affected by them, or who are seeking to resolve them at 
different scales. Scale analysis in the context of environmental conflict, therefore, 
requires a framework to examine how different strategies operate across scale as well as 
how actors contest the framing of scale, and how certain strategies are undertaken by 
other actors. It also needs to consider the social and political processes that frame the 
construction of scale. 
An example of how scale configuration is important in river basin management is 
shown in the example of Nam Phong in northeastern Thailand which has been 
experiencing industrial pollution. Scale configuration is of importance to the 
investigation of environmental conflict (Sneddon, 2002). By examining the way different 
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actors (i.e. water managers) use scale as a frame of reference for their actions in the Nam 
Pong basin, Sneddon posits that “Nam Phong acts as a nexus of social processes and 
political tensions occurring at several geographical scales; local, national and global” 
(p.737). This means there are contested social processes and political tensions figuring 
in the Nam Pong river basin, including the agendas and interests of different actors 
operating at different geographical scales. Taking into account the interests of these 
actors and the associated social process and political interests that they engage in, is 
helpful for analysing conflict in Nam Pong. Similar points about scale configuration 
have been made in a study of the Amazon river basin. Brown and Purcell (2005) 
discovered that the river basin scale can be fixed, unfixed and redefined to serve the 
political agenda and legitimacy of certain social actors. This highlights two key aspects 
that are important for analysing water resources conflict in a river basin: firstly, how 
scales are socially produced through political struggle; and secondly, the different 
agendas of the social actors and the politics involved in manipulating the scale.  
The politics of scale entails legitimacy. This also raises the question of authority. 
The choice to engage and political influences are two key features shaping the way in 
which scale is framed. Kurtz (2003) highlighted:  
The politics of scale is the manipulation of power and authority by actors and 
institutions operating and situating themselves at different spatial scales. The 
process is highly contested, involving numerous negotiations and struggles 
between different actors as they attempt to reshape the spatiality of power and 
authority. (p. 894)  
The process of social and economic development determines the formation of scale; scale 
is not there with fixed territory (Bulkeley, 2005). Kurtz (2003) further articulated that 
the scale frame and its counter scale frame are strategic acts and a means of gaining 
political legitimacy. In other words, it is a:  
Strategic discursive representation of social grievances that do the work of 
naming, blaming, and claiming with meaningful reference to particular 
geographical scales. The significance of scale is expressed alternatively within 
these frames as an analytical spatial category, as scales of regulation, as 
territorial frameworks for cultural legitimacy, and as a means of inclusion, 
exclusion and legitimation. (Kurtz, 2003, p. 887)  
In analysing water governance in transboundary river basins, Norman, et al. 
(2012) draw attention to two key aspects: the relationship between governance, water 
and social networks; and how scale is constructed with the influence of certain 
institutions (Norman, Bakker, & Cook, 2012, p. 52). It is also essential to take into 
account the social and political processes influencing water use and control in the basin 
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associated with the scales outside the watershed (Sneddon, et al., 2002). Further in 
investigating of the role of scale influencing water use and control in the river basin, it 
is necessary to be “mindful of the multiple spatial scales at which ecological processes 
operate” (Sneddon, et al., 2002, p. 667). These are highly critical for understanding 
changes in a river basin and its complex management structures. 
Sneddon (2003) uses actor-network theory to elucidate the relationship between 
scale and power as they co-influenced the configuration of river basin scale through the 
initiation and installation of the Khong-Chi-Mun project in northeast Thailand. 
Depending on the actors who define it, the project is considered at once national, local, 
or transboundary. From his exploration of scale politics in the Khong-Chi-Mun project 
and how scale and power are co-created, Sneddon (2003) observed that the project 
engaged various actors and reconfigured human with non-human aspects such as the 
landscape and irrigation canals. His study posits that scale embodies narrative strategies 
and that, in itself, is a site of multiple political struggles. He explains that “the Khong-
Chi-Mun project is thus simultaneously transboundary, regional, local and national; and 
thus destabilizes the conventional notions of these spatial scales” (Sneddon, 2003, p. 
2246). By using the example of Khong-Chi-Mun, Sneddon challenges the way in which 
scale is conceptualised. He suggests that tracing the relationship between scale and 
power through the complex network of actors across scale is vital, especially when 
analysing environmental conflict in a river such as the Nam Pong. He concludes that 
conceptualising the river basin as a site of political and economic struggles is necessary 
for further analysis of conflict in the river basin, and allows for the examination of social 
processes in which scale is constructed and contested by actors.  
In the case of the Chao Phraya river basin in Thailand, Molle (2007) draws a 
close link between scale strategies and empowerment. He stresses that “the continuous 
reshuffling and reorganization of spatial scales are integral to social strategies and an 
arena for struggles for control and empowerment” (p. 360). He further noted: 
A political ecology approach sees river basins as politicized arenas where 
different actors who use water and/or are subjected to externalities vie for access 
to the resources, for protection or compensation, and use their social or political 
power to elicit or impose regulations and interventions in line with their 
individual interests. (Molle, 2007, p. 361)  
Molle (2009) challenges the concept of the river basin as a major planning unit in river 
basin management and points out that the social construction of the river basin is part 
of the strategy to create legitimacy. He claims: 
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Beyond its relevance as a geographical unit for water resources development and 
management purposes, the river basin is also a political and ideological construct, 
with its discursive representations and justifications, closely linked with shifting 
scalar configurations, both ecological and in terms of regulatory regime or 
governance. How interconnected and nested waterscapes can be managed by 
discontinuous nested political/administrative and social levels remains a 
fundamental question fuelling an endless search for elusive governance systems 
that would unite nature and society. (p.484) 
In the context of a transboundary river basin that experiences conflict, such as the Sesan 
in the Lower Mekong region, it is particularly important to trace how the basin is 
socially and politically constructed by the key actors (such as development bank agents, 
NGOs and water managers) through their historical engagement in the basin. 
Unpacking the discursive representation of the Sesan river basin will reveal how the 
scalar politics play out and influence resources governance.   
In the context of the Mekong River, Louis Lebel, Po Garden and Masao 
Imamura (2005) have unpacked the politics of scale dominating Mekong governance. 
They point out how cross-level and cross-scale interactions are the main characteristics 
of Mekong water resources development and politics and identify four key strategies of 
scale making and its politics: “telling stories, building alliances, deliberating and 
controlling technologies” (Lebel, et al., 2005, p. 10). Using these tactics, the politics of 
scale prevail. Key actors in the Sesan use geographical scales to construct their 
arguments in claiming legitimacy over Sesan transboundary governance. In order to 
gain legitimacy, actors may use stories of dam impacts and advocacy to claim victories 
over states. In addition, other tactics include using crisis narratives, forming coalitions, 
jumping scales and controlling technologies via large scale infrastructure.  Lebel et al. 
(2005) conclude, “acknowledging how actors’ interests may be bound to particular 
levels, spatial relationships, and places help make the case for more innovative 
mechanisms that bring multi-level and multi-centered interests to a common forum (p. 
14). It is therefore important to acknowledge the multi-scale interests of diverse actors 
and how they compete for legitimacy using varying tactics.  In order to unpack Sesan 
water governance, the tactics used by the different actors involved are examined.  
Besides paying attention to the ways in which scale is configured through social 
and political interactions between actors, scholars applying a political ecology approach 
regard scale as a vital notion for environmental justice movements. Scale has become 
increasingly important in the study of grassroots movements which operate to seek 
environmental justice within the context of environmental changes and struggles. It 
highlights the attempt to engage political actions and everyday resistance (and 
struggles) as well as civic movements such as the issue of unequal participation and 
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community rights in natural resources management (Escobar, 1996; Peet & Watts, 
1996; Peet & Watts, 2004). Central to this thesis is how the local concerns of the people 
who are affected by the impacts of dam development upstream in Vietnam have been 
coordinated by the Sesan livelihood movement of dam-affected people and what 
strategies are employed through advocacy. The key theories and concepts reviewed in 
this section are carefully oriented towards the formation and operation of NGO 
advocacy seeking environmental justice in the Sesan; the concepts include ‘terrain of 
resistance’ (Routledge, 1992, 1996) and multi-scale advocacy strategies (Escobar, 2001; 
Perreault, 2003; Towers, 2000).    
Understanding scale and its politics initially shows how the scale of 
environmental justice is framed and organised. Towers (2000) points out that “the 
grassroots environmental movement is defined by the geographical scale” (Towers, 
2000, p. 23). He notes:  
Many grassroots groups have, however, expanded their agenda to the scale of 
environmental justice. Explanations for this scale transformation include 
historical circumstances, individuals’ radicalization through activism, and the 
growth of environmental justice networks. (Towers, 2000, p. 23) 
The metamorphosis of grassroots movements adopting a global and universal 
movement grounded in environmental justice is sometimes strategic. Towers (2000) 
further claims that “Strategically sliding between the scale of everyday experiences and 
the scale of environmental justice” is a key strategy for some actors to gain leverage by 
“putting geographical scale to their political advantage” (Towers, 2000, p. 24). In other 
words, some actors are able to utilise geographical scale to their political advantage. 
Here, the politics of scale involves actors’ power to manouver ideas such as 
environmental justice (Kurtz, 2003). 
Geographical scale is used to frame the agenda of environmental justice; how the 
grassroots movements expand their agenda to gain political attention is through the 
scale of environmental justice (Towers, 2000). Williams (1999) pointed out the politics 
of environmental justice emerge from the antagonistic relationship between the scale of 
inequality (scale that environmental problems are experienced) and the resolution (scale 
at which environmental problems are discussed and solved). He addressed it in this way:  
A dynamic of scale politics centres on an antagonistic relationship between a 
societal problem and its political resolution. The scale at which a social problem 
is generated may not coincide with the scale at which the problem might be 
resolved via public policy. It is precisely in that divergence that the politics is 
situated. (p.56) 
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A resolution of an environmental problem towards justice reflects how the scale of the 
environmental problem is conceived and understood.  
Towers (2000) on the other hand argue that the grassroots movement is often 
defined by geographical scale. He uses an example of a local protest against unwanted 
landfill.  The protest may incorporate an environmental justice agenda beyond the 
geographical scale to gain greater support on the cause and a levelling of the playing 
field. The adoption of wider agenda also allows protestors to wield a greater power over 
negotiations of their rights. Linking a local grassroots movement with environmental 
justice is a strategy to gain power.  
In addition to linking a grassroots movement to the environmental justice 
movement, it is useful to contextualise the importance of place and its significance to the 
social and cultural context of the movement.  Also, ‘scaling up’ voices through the 
establishment of a transnational network is an important strategy for the environmental 
justice movement in gaining power over the issues of environmental and social 
injustices. Escobar (2001) shows in his study that place has played an important role in 
defining the character of the environmental and social justice movement. Place has its 
significance in shaping the movement’s character (Routledge, 1992). Place entails 
connectivity, interactivity and positionality; it entails complexities and struggles. 
“Place-based struggle might be seen as “multi-scale, network-oriented subaltern 
strategies of localization” (Escobar, 2001, p. 136) which is a strategy to gain greater 
political attention.  
The Ecuadorian Amazon indigenous people organisation that cooperated with 
other NGOs and civil society organisations to demonstrate multi-scale advocacy is an 
example of a case that linked the issue of indigenous rights and cultural rights to 
development rights, resources rights and democratic participation. Perreault (2003) 
pointed out how the transnational networks that the indigenous groups in the 
Ecuadorian Amazon have engaged in, have connected with state agencies, development 
agents and NGOs. “Transnational advocacy network links scale of organization and 
political action, with implications for the strengthening of Ecuadorian democracy and 
civil society” (p.61). He concludes that, not only did the indigenous group’s link with a 
transnational advocacy network help the local group’s ability to negotiate their rights, 
but also “by linking the local with trans-local processes and actors, they thicken civil 
society as well” (p. 84). The transnational advocacy network that was employed as a 
strategy for advocacy was received as a key strategy that links the scale of organisation 
and political action.  
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In order to understand how grassroots movements in the Sesan adopt the more 
universal idea of rights to natural resources, the theory of environmental justice 
(Lehtinen, 2009; Schlosberg, 2002; Towers, 2000; Walker, 2009; Walker & Bulkeley, 
2006; Williams, 1999) is applied in the current thesis. According to Walker et al. (2006), 
in order to explore the issue of justice in an environmental context, diverse perspectives 
and multiplicity are necessary. This means that the historical and social context that 
shapes diverse definitions of environment, ideologies, and the issue of environmental 
inequality need to be taken into account, as does the way in which the spatial dimension 
of environmental justice shapes the character of the environmental injustice (Walker, 
2009).  
Harvey (1996) argues that the evaluation of justice/injustice in certain contexts 
requires attention to the ecological, cultural, economic, political and social conditions at 
which the injustice emerged. Holifield, Porter and Walker (2009) posit that place, space 
and scale do matter in framing an environmental injustice in a particular context as well 
as the attempt at achieving environmental justice. Often the context in which 
environmental injustice emerges is place-specific and it triggers diverse responses and 
social struggles. In particular, Holifield et al. (2009) call for the four engagements of the 
four dimensions of environmental injustice: spatiality, the non-human, gender, and the 
state (p.599).  
Walker (2009) observes that David Schlosberg challenges elements of 
environmental justice by highlighting plural perspectives of environmental justice 
beyond the distributional notion. Scholsberg’s approach to environmental justice 
emphasises the spatial context in which the injustice emerges and how space is 
conceptualised in that struggle (Schlosberg, cited in Walker, 2009). The need to 
understand environmental justice in a ‘situated context’ means we must consider the 
historical and geographical context of environmental injustice. He points out the need 
to develop “a rich, situated and ecologically grounded form of environmental justice” (p. 
697). This requires close examination of the interrelations between procedural, 
distributive and ecological justice (Hillman, 2006).  
Schlosberg (2004) highlights three important concepts of environmental justice 
which encompass the issue of recognition, distribution and participation and how the 
three are tied together in a certain social and political context in which environmental 
injustice emerges. The three components are intertwined in the environmental justice 
movement. “A demand for a more open, communicative, and participatory political 
process is how the environmental justice movement brings together and attempts to 
address the issue of distribution and recognition” (Schlosberg, 2002, p. 14).  
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In line with Schlosberg (2004), Urkidi and Walter (2011) contend that the three 
elements (i.e. recognition, distribution and participation) are interwoven. In their 
analysis, the three elements of environmental justice entail the evolution of conflict over 
time, the decision-making process of that conflict and the jumping scale phenomena that 
underpins the conflict. Drawing on Schlosberg in this thesis, the three elements of 
justice are grounded in the context of Sesan hydropower, impacts on the riverside 
communities and governance.  
Also, political ecology emphasises the role of ideology and culture of 
environmental changes as well as being attentive to historical and cultural influences on 
the evolution of concepts of environmental changes (Escobar, 1996, 1999, 1995; Peet & 
Watts, 1996; Rocheleau, 1995). The main concept is ‘environmental imaginary’ or social 
framing. The notion of environmental imaginary is that the convergence suggests “an 
engagement within and between political economy, power and knowledge field, and 
critics’ approaches to ecological science” (Peet & Watts, 1996, p. 37). Forsyth further 
analyses the role of language and knowledge in framing environmental problems. He 
points out that resource conflict involves diverse actors and their interpretations of 
environmental problems. Thus, the role of narratives and storylines that actors use to 
shape such framing becomes a point of analysis as well as the context in which the 
narratives are produced and the moment that the speech and narratives are uttered. He 
posits that “narrative and storyline analysis allow researchers to understand the more 
historic and culturally situated evolution of different voices. Political actors do not 
shape the discourse: the discourse shapes them” (Forsyth, 2003, p. 139). Furthermore, 
Forsyth (2003) stated that, “many explanations of environmental degradation within 
political ecology have been constructed without the participation of affected people and 
without acknowledging how explanations may reflect social framing” (p.9). ‘Social 
framing’ refers to local perceptions of environmental problems and how frames shape 
politics and actions taken to tackle the problems (Forsyth, 2003). This thesis uses the 
concept of social framing to unpack the issue of water governance in the Sesan. 
In sum, the literature reviewed above provides concepts from political ecology 
such as scale and scale politics which are necessary for unpacking Sesan hydropower 
development and explains how scale is important for the study of environmental justice. 
Environmental justice theory is presented, together with the principle of distribution, 
recognition and participation. Sesan hydropower development, transboundary impacts 
and water governance issues are examined in this thesis by using these concepts; the 
key interests are scale politics and its influence in Sesan hydropower development, scale 
politics and the environmental justice movement and how the social framing of Sesan 
water governance issues is articulated by different water players. 
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2.3 A critical hydro-politics framework  
 
The critical hydropolitics framework is influenced by disciplines such as international 
relations (IR) and fields such as geopolitics that focus on discourse and contested visions 
of development agents in transforming river basins. It also aims to understand the 
dominating discourses casting transboundary river basins and their changes. Cris 
Sneddon and Coleen Fox explain “how ecological understandings of river basins are 
transformed within transboundary institutional arrangements; the way multiple actors 
in transboundary basin construct geographical scale; and how control over water is 
represented and exercised within governance and management institutions” (Sneddon & 
Fox, 2006, p. 183). A critical hydropolitics framework challenges mainstream 
hydropolitics theories in a number of ways; it sheds lights on identifying nodes of 
conflict in transboundary river basins and social and political processes associated with 
these nodes which shape the nature of conflict and actors involved. As well, the issue of 
water use and control intermingling with this node of conflicts is unpacked. 
Sneddon and Fox (2006) clarify how and why development agents have 
discursively engineered transboundary basins into spatially fixed entities and the 
complex interaction among different scale of conflicts within a basin’s socio-ecological 
dynamics (p.183). They highlight the importance of scale narratives in shaping 
transboundary water use and associated development agendas. They further indicate 
that: 
By focusing on the specific geographical, political and ecological circumstances of 
conflicts over water and water-related resources, we hope to achieve more 
incisive assessment of the pathways through which human interactions with 
aquatic ecosystem both hinder and facilitate ecological integrity and sustainable 
livelihoods. These approaches lead to a reification of the actors involved that 
deflects attention from more concrete social groups who stands to lose or gain 
from the process of socio-ecological transformation that so often precipitate 
conflicts centered on water and aquatic resources. (p. 670) 
From what this framework offers, the present study focuses on the social and 
political processes influencing the emergence of transboundary impacts; it embraces the 
multi-scalar and multi-actor character of water politics and calls for attention to how 
the river basin is seen from non-state perspectives. The way in which Sesan social actors 
and key water players frame river basin scale and the transboundary impacts is the 
point of focus.  
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The role of discourse and the interplay of power and knowledge in water 
resources policy making are central to the critical hydropolitics framework. Young and 
Grundy-Warr (2012) explore diverse perspectives of Mekong River dam development 
from the knowledge production lens. They posit that “the interplay between different 
discourses, power and knowledge has turned the Mekong region into a highly charged 
terrain for the unfolding drama, both overt and subtle, of domination and resistance” 
(Young & Grundy-Warr, 2012). Molle (2005) highlights the role of discourses 
employed by different key water players in the Chao Phraya river basin, Thailand in 
shaping water scarcity and the associated agenda of development based around the 
scarcity issue. The role of discourse in shaping water use and control in the river basin 
is highlighted. Sneddon and Fox (2006) address attention to discourse; they emphasise 
the way in which actors construct the geographical scale of river basins and the visions 
of water resources control and management in the basins.  
Recent literature in the fields of geopolitics, international relations and critical 
hydropolitics focus on understanding the dynamics of transboundary river basins and 
conceptualising transboundary water conflicts from different perspectives. Various 
arguments have been drawn which reflect the complexities and highly dynamic 
character of transboundary river basins which are multi-scalar and multi-actor. Such 
understanding needs to be taken into account when analysing water conflicts (Lebel, et 
al., 2005; Molle, 2007; Sneddon, 2002, 2003; Sneddon & Fox, 2006; Sneddon, et al., 
2002). The arguments share common insights about the character and nature of 
transboundary water conflicts and the factors that influence the shaping of conflicts, as 
well as reflecting the role of social and political process influencing the changes in river 
basins, the role of the state in managing conflict and state-to-state relations and 
international cooperation for conflict mitigation. The knowledge includes the 
understanding of power inequalities between actors and issues of scale which dictate 
water use and control in the river basin, as well as the interplay between discourses, 
actors and institutions in shaping transboundary river basins. The critical hydropolitics 
framework differs from other frameworks and concepts used in unpacking the 
complexities of transboundary river basin. Disciplines such as international relations 
and geopolitics focus on discourse and contested visions of development agents in 
transforming river basins and the dominating discourses casting the transboundary 
river basin and changes.  
The conceptualisation of transboundary water conflicts has been dominant in IR 
theories and geopolitical studies. These highlight inter-nation cooperation as a means of 
conflict management, national and international processes influencing the emergence, 
likelihood and character of water conflicts (Elhance, 2000), an understanding of socio-
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political processes and economic forces and their complexities in shaping water conflict 
at different scales (Giordano, Giordano, & Wolf, 2002; Mitchell, 2006; Sneddon, et al., 
2002), the likelihood of conflicts and the resilience of institutions and the concept of 
hydro-sustainability (Wolf, 2007), hegemony and the hegemonic actors in shaping the 
hydro-politics of transboundary river basins (Zeitoun & Warner, 2006), the calling for 
geographical perspectives of water conflict (Furlong, 2006, 2008) and political issues of 
water management and issue networks beyond the watershed scale or the scale of 
‘problem-shed’ (Mollinga, 2008b). The notion of problem-shed acknowledges the 
complex political character and plurality of actors and their diverse ideologies and 
objectives of water resources management; such articulation lies beyond the watershed 
scale. This idea of closely examining how water conflicts become problematised beyond 
the boundary of the watershed is useful in understanding the evolution of 
transboundary water resources management.  
Other scholars also emphasise the importance of historical contexts of the water 
conflict and multi-scalar approaches in understanding the problem. Giordano et al. 
(2002) call for a deeper consideration and understanding of the social and political 
processes and historical engagement influencing the changes and transformation in the 
river basin at multiple scales. This suggests the need to trace water conflicts from 
multi-scale perspectives and to draw explicit links between national, regional and 
international scales. One of the critical issues in tracing the water conflict is 
understanding the social and political processes influencing water-related events at the 
national scale (Giordano, et al., 2002). However, Sneddon et al. (2009) advocate for an 
analysis of conflict beyond the scope of state-state interaction and geopolitics, and a 
consideration of the social origin of water and the embedded social and political 
processes that frame the nature of the conflict. They further point out the necessity of 
multi-scale analysis in understanding the relationship between actors and their water 
resource based activities that are bound to geographical scales which alter the socio-
ecological processes in the river basin. They state, “there is a vital need to examine 
livelihood needs, conservation goals and the dynamics of aquatic ecosystems in a way 
that is mindful of the multiple spatial scales at which ecological processes operate” 
(p.667).  
In understanding the relationships between actors, a consideration of power 
relations between the actors is vital in analysing who controls water resources. Mark 
Zeitoun and Joern Warner (2006) draw attention to ‘hydro-hegemony’ and the nested 
scales of hegemonic structure that control and manipulate water resources in 
transboundary river basins. They focus on power relations and inequalities amongst 
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riparian states and the multi-layered relations between actors as demonstrated through 
various tactics of water use and control. They argue: 
 
Hydro-hegemony is hegemony at the river basin level, achieved through water 
resource control strategies such as resource capture, integration and 
containment. The strategies are executed through an array of tactics such as 
coercion, pressures, treaties, knowledge construction that are enabled by the 
exploitation of existing power asymmetries within a weak international 
institution context. Political processes outside the water sector configure basin-
wide hydro-political relations in a form ranging from the benefits derived from 
cooperation under hegemonic leadership to the inequitable aspects of domination. 
The outcome of the competition in terms of control over the resource is 
determined through the form of hydro-hegemony established, typically in favor 
of the most powerful actor. (Zeitoun & Warner, 2006, p. 435) 
 
However, Kathryn Furlong criticises hydro-hegemony and asks for a more grounded 
approach which examines the conceptualisation of hegemony itself. She refers to this as 
“bringing geographical critique to IR frame” (Furlong, 2006, p. 438) and challenges the 
way in which IR concepts are applied in explaining the issue of power asymmetries. She 
argues: 
 
the implicit IR approach tends to (i) mis-theorise hegemony, (ii) adopt an unduly 
pessimistic stance vis-à-vis the propensity for multi-lateral cooperation, (iii) 
assume that conflict and cooperation exist along a progressive continuum, (iv) 
neglect the conflict and violence that states exact within their container, and (v) 
depoliticize ecological condition. (Furlong, 2006, p.453)  
 
Based on these theoretical misconceptions and limitations of IR in water conflict 
studies, Furlong argues that the perspectives of critical hydro-politics, political ecology 
and social production offer a better theoretical way out for conceptualising 
transboundary watercourses (especially the issue of power relations and hegemonic 
actors), cooperation and water conflict (Furlong, 2008).  
 
2.4 Drawing on theory of participation 
 
Finally, this thesis is particularly concerned with the participation of local actors in 
state decision-making processes related to water resources development and 
management. This section reviews the theory of participation which mirrors this 
concern. The issue of participation is intrinsic to equitable water resources development 
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and management. Using the case of the Sesan, this thesis examines the different levels of 
participation.  
Participation assumes different meanings in different contexts such as: 
development projects, environmental policies, health, natural resources planning, water 
management, state decision-making, transboundary water resources management and 
planning. “Public participation refers to a variety of procedures for enabling diverse 
members of the public to be active participants in deliberations about preferred policy 
options, and in some cases decision-making” (Webler & Tuler, 2001, p. 29).  
Participation is concerned with space to engage, the environment that facilitates 
less powerful actors to raise concerns and the extent to which concerns are incorporated 
into planning and policy (Craig & Porter, 1997). In other words, the critical concern for 
proponents of participation is the issue of fairness and justice. However, fostering 
participation can be challenging, especially where a development project encompasses 
the organisation and planning of a process for a desired goal and an outcome. In some 
circumstances, participation can become tokenistic and controlled. In order to move 
beyond the instrumental application of participation, development projects need to be 
create a space suitable for various stakeholders and facilitate the exchange of different 
perspectives and viewpoints. In order to gain legitimacy and to enhance participation, 
the two crucial elements hinge on how people view and perceive participation and their 
expectations (Webler & Tuler, 2001). In this regard, who participates, how participation 
takes place and the ways of integrating the differing viewpoints are three elements 
advocated for enhancing participation. These elements reflect the accountability of 
actions to the public and their relevance to governance (Fung, 2006).  
True partnership and power distribution will ensure meaningful participation and 
this will benefit the powerless actors. This is demonstrated in Sherry Arnstein’s ‘ladder 
of participation’. Arnstein developed the schematic ladder of participation in order to 
clarify what participation means and its level of effectiveness. In her typology of 
participation, presented in the form of a ladder, eight rungs of participation are laid out 
according to the degree of manipulation (Arnstein, 1969). Manipulation and therapy are 
categorised as ‘no participation’. Participation that suggests a certain degree of 
tokenism includes informing, consultation and placation, while ‘citizen-empowering’ lies 
at the ‘placation, partnership and delegated power level’. Arnstein’s ladder was later 
modified according to the level of impacts instead of the degree of manipulations. 
Connor (1988) lays out the ladder via levels of public engagement and degrees of citizen 
participation. Connor’s ladder includes: education (informing the public), informing 
feedbacks, consultation (accept views of the public and provide responses), joint 
planning, mediation, litigation, and resolution (acceptance). Differing from Arnstein and 
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Connor’s ladder, the International Association of Participation (www.iap2.org) lays out 
participation in a spectrum which ranges from inform, consult, involve, collaborate and 
empower, and encompasses level of impact. The level of impact is high if collaboration, 
empowerment and power distribution are ensured. These three typologies are 
incorporated in the assessment of participation in this thesis.  
Although participation is used as a process to enhance engagement from different 
actors and to transform existing power relations, often, participation ends up being a 
device without an actual redistribution of power (Arnstein, 1969; Cooke & Kothari, 
2001; Hickey & Mohan, 2004; White, 1996). Participation without power is inadequate 
and unsatisfactory  (Arnstein, 1969):  
Participation without redistribution of power is an empty and frustrating process 
for the powerless. It allows the power holders to claim that all sides were 
considered, but makes it possible for only some of those sides to benefit. It 
maintains the status quo. (p.216)  
According to White (1996), participation is a process that involves power struggles. He 
stated, “it is important to see participation as a dynamic process and to understand that 
its own form and function can become a focus for struggle”(White, 1996, p. 6). Cooke 
and Kothari (2001) argue that the dynamics of participation and dimensions of power 
relations should be fully considered. They added: 
A more dynamic vision is needed of ‘institution’ and of ‘community’, one that 
incorporates social networks and recognizes dispersed and contingent power 
relations, the exclusionary as well as the inclusionary nature of participation. We 
need a much better understanding of local norms of decision-making and 
representation, of how these changes are negotiated, of how people may indirectly 
affect outcomes without direct participation. (Cooke & Kothari, 2001, p. 54)  
Moreover, in examining the dynamics of power relations, it is also necessary to be 
attentive to the social and historical relationship between the stakeholders. Edmund and 
Wollenberg (2001) particularly advocate for a participation that takes into account the 
diversity of stakeholders and strategic behaviour and alliance building which goes 
beyond the mere practice of communicative rationality. Participation that emphasises 
“strategic behaviour and selective alliance building, promises better outcomes for 
disadvantaged groups in most cases” (Edmund & Wollenberg, 2001, p. 231).  
Conflicting interests amongst stakeholders resulting from different needs, interests and 
socio-economic background need to be taken into account in the stakeholder 
participation process. Taking into account the history and socio-political context of the 
stakeholders and their existence is essential in order to ensure full engagement (Mosse, 
1998 cited in Saravanan et al., 2009).  
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In summary, theories of participation suggest that participatory social 
transformation can only be ensured  by fostering active public participation, and not 
through technocratic process (Hickey & Mohan, 2004). An approach that enhances 
information sharing and attempts to build alliances with various stakeholders that 
ensure the willing participation of those who are governed, can offer a promising 
solution to equitable water resources development and management (Wengert, 1971). A 
true sharing of information, power and responsibility among different actors will bring 
about effective participation (Chenoweth, Ewing, & Bird, 2002).  
 
2.5 Conclusion 
 
In order to analyse Sesan water governance, this thesis employs a contextualised critical 
hydropolitics framework within political ecology and environmental justice. This allows 
for an examination of the context of injustice and the politics of exclusion in the Sesan 
river basin. The use of such a framework in this thesis aims to achieve the following: (1) 
to unpack the scale politics underpinning Sesan water resources development; (2) to 
examine the social framing of dam impacts underlying Sesan governance; and (3) to 
assess water resources management practices in the Sesan and how participation is 
contextualised. In particular, and in regards to participation, the thesis examines the 
extent to which concerns from the dam-affected people are included in Sesan 
transboundary water resources management and the decision-making process involving 
the development of the Sesan dams. Two sets of case studies are considered: (a) IWRM 
which justifies the river basin as a planning unit for transboundary water resources 
management and where integration across water resources sectors takes place; and (b) 
stakeholder participation in the case of Sesan advocacy, where participation by the dam-
affected people and their livelihood struggles at the local scale are advocated.   
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Chapter 3: A critical review of the concept of Integrated 
Water Resources Management (IWRM)  
 
Nirvana concepts underpin overarching frameworks that promote or strengthen 
particular narratives or storylines and legitimize specific blueprints of models of both 
policies and development interventions (Molle, 2008, p. 131) 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
IWRM is adopted in the water resources management policy of the key water players in 
the Sesan such as the development banks and river basin commission nationally, in 
order to enhance the participation of the river basin stakeholders and to integrate their 
concerns. Their ultimate goal is to achieve sustainable development of the basin, address 
transboundary water problems and to alleviate conflict. This chapter provides a critical 
review of IWRM.   
The organisation of the chapter is threefold. Firstly, it explains the emergence of 
the IWRM concept, its popularity since the Dublin conference and the Dublin 
principles, the implementation of IWRM and the gaps between theory and practice. 
Secondly (section 3.2), an explicit review of critiques of the integration and participation 
process is provided which examines the myriad of interpretations of the term 
‘integration’. Thirdly (section 3.3), the role that IWRM plays in water resources 
management in transboundary river basins as means of conflict management between 
different stakeholders is considered. This analysis is based around the concept of IWRM 
as a ‘sanctioned discourse’ and initially employs the discourse-oriented approach 
influenced by the work of Michel Foucault (Arthorpe, 1986; Feindt & Oels, 2005; Hajer, 
2003a; Hajer & Versteeg, 2005; Roe, 1991; Sharp & Richardson, 2001) which critically 
examines the role of power and knowledge in shaping environmental problems and as a 
means of addressing the problems. The researcher supports the argument that IWRM 
is a sanctioned discourse (Allan, 2003; Jagerstog, 2003; Molle, 2008), legitimised by 
water managers, development bank agents and policy makers to determine their policy 
and set the directions of water management in the Sesan to favour their missions and 
agenda. In this way, IWRM can be regarded as a ‘nirvana concept’ which promotes 
certain storylines to “legitimize specific models of water resources management 
practices” (Molle, 2008). The idea is carried forward for the analysis of the IWRM 
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implementation in the Sesan. The chapter concludes by reiterating how integration and 
participation led by IWRM in the Sesan is examined against the participation theory.  
3.2 Introduction to IWRM: its emergence and evolution   
 
In 1977 at the Mar Del Plata conference, Argentina, the concept of the integration of 
water and its related sectors which underlies the principle of IWRM emerged as a 
means for solving the world’s water crisis. It was the first time that the needs of water-
related sectors had been taken into account in water resources management. The overall 
goal of the conference was to assess water supply at the global scale and to discuss 
socioeconomic needs (Rahaman & Varis, 2005). At Mar Del Plata, IWRM was adopted 
as a universal means for integrating the multiple needs of water use (Rahaman & Varis, 
2005) and as a critique of existing practice of fragmented water resources management. 
Fragmented means that the focus on water resources development is placed on one 
sector only, such as hydropower, without taking into account the importance and values 
of other sectors such as environment and fisheries. The emergence of IWRM was a 
timely reminder of the inadequacy of fragmented water resources management where 
an emphasis on one sector’s needs, such as water supply, failed to take into account the 
requirements of other sectors, such as the environment. IWRM was seen as a solution 
to fragmented water resources management.  
  
The Mar Del Plata Action plan formed a solid foundation for the global 
emergence of the IWRM concept (Rahaman & Varis, 2005) and categorised aspects of 
water use efficiency, natural hazards, and aspects of health and pollution in an attempt 
to incorporate water-related sectors into planning. The main recommendation from the 
Mar Del Plata conference drew closer attention to the integrated planning of water 
resources management and ensured cost effective water infrastructure took into account 
environmental concerns and human health (Chéné, 2009). The action plan was marked 
by an attempt to raise the importance of the water sector and to enhance the 
coordination of the water sector within the planning process. The plan gained official 
approval from government representatives and policy makers at the meeting; it marked 
the emergence of the IWRM concept where the integration of water and its related 
sectors is articulated and the needs of stakeholders are taken into account.  
 
The International Conference of Water and Environment, organised in Dublin in 
1992 before the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, issued 
four key principles for enhancing sustainability in the water sector which contributed to 
the UNCED initiative. The so called “Dublin Principles” were launched; the four 
principles are highly debated but have been adopted for guiding sustainable 
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development in the developing world. “IWRM is heavily influenced by the Dublin 
Principles” (GWP, 2000) which promote greater participation by various stakeholders 
in water management. The Dublin Principles call for the recognition that freshwater is 
a finite and vulnerable resource (Principle 1); water development and management 
should be based on a participatory approach, involving users, planners and policy 
makers at all levels (Principle 2); women play a central part in the provision, 
management and safeguarding of water (Principle 3); and water has an economic value 
in all its competing uses and should be recognised as an economic good (Principle 4). 
These principles recognise water as a finite and vulnerable resource and it is essential 
for it to be managed in an integrated manner (ICWE, 1992 cited in Savenjie and Zaag, 
2008). After the Dublin Principles were launched and IWRM was fully recognised, 
debates around water resources management at international conferences such as 
World Water Forum were dominated by IWRM and focussed especially on how to put 
IWRM into practice. Global Water Partnership (GWP) is the organisation that was set 
up to coordinate and foster the IWRM implementation worldwide, provide the 
definition of the IWRM as follows: 
 
IWRM is a process which promotes the co-ordinated development and 
management of water, land and related resources, in order to maximize the 
resultant economic and social welfare in an equitable manner without 
compromising the sustainability of vital ecosystems. (GWP, 2000, p. 22) 
 
Based on the definition, the goal of the IWRM implementation is to ensure that the 3Es 
are met in the context of water resources development: environment, (social) equity and 
economy.  
 
To follow up the commitment made at Dublin, the Bonn conference and World 
Water Forum were two key global conferences that sustained the IWRM momentum. 
IWRM was embraced as a planning instrument to achieve sustainability in water 
resources management. The International Conference on Freshwater in Bonn took place 
during 3-7 December, 2001. The Bonn Keys, which summarise the conference 
discussions, highlight the key steps toward sustainable development by meeting the 
water security needs of the poor and promoting decentralisation and new partnerships. 
To achieve these, “IWRM is suggested as the most important tool” (Rahaman & Varis, 
2005, p. 113). The huge gap between the theory and practice of IWRM was also 
recognised. To confirm the commitment to the Bonn Keys, the Ministerial Declaration 
issued at World Water Forum in Kyoto in 2003 highlighted a high-level commitment 
to the implementation of IWRM both nationally and internationally. In addition, 
governance and participation were recognised as key water issues which required 
involvement at all scales and stakeholders such as women, ethnic minorities and 
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potentially affected people were included. The Ministerial Declaration issued at the 
Forum dated 23 March 2003 stated:  
 
In managing water, we should ensure good governance with a stronger focus on 
household and neighbourhood community-based approaches by addressing 
equity in sharing benefits, with due regard to pro-poor and gender perspectives 
in water policies. We should further promote the participation of all stakeholders, 
and ensure transparency and accountability in all actions. (www.mlit.go.jp)  
 
The growth of IWRM has been further fuelled by UN conferences such as 
United Nations Commission for Sustainable Development (CSD) which confirmed the 
commitment to tailor the IWRM to the specific context of water resources management 
at both the national level and river basin level. Chéné (2009) articulated how the key 
conclusion made at the CSD sheds particular light on the premises underlying IWRM, 
on how IWRM is tailored and its practicality. He concluded that in order to achieve the 
ultimate goals of water services, “IWRM needs to be tailored, with the involvement of 
main stakeholders, to local and river basin conditions which are context specific for and 
within each country” (Chéné, 2009, p. 3). 
 
IWRM has become powerful language in water resources management 
internationally, regionally and nationally. At global conferences, the primary intention 
has been to discuss concrete steps for enhancing the application of IWRM in national 
sector planning and regionally. According to Conca (2006), the popularity of IWRM is 
fuelled by three main aspects: the underpinning logic, the support from water elites 
worldwide and the growth of IWRM in different contexts where it is applied. Global 
expert conferences and forums are venues for exchange, interpretation and dialogue 
around the meaning of IWRM, its implementation and its embededness in different 
contexts of water resources management and river basins (Conca, 2006).  
 
IWRM is debated at global conferences regarding implementation opportunities, 
gaps, success stories, and pitfalls. Such debates fuel the momentum for the 
implementation of IWRM. After the UNCSD conference, a series of World Water 
Forums in The Hague and Kyoto were marked by success in generating the culture and 
momentum for IWRM and led to the adoption of the concept in many countries and 
reforms in water resources governance. During the second World Water Forum in The 
Hague in 2000, “delegates of 113 countries met in the parallel ministerial meeting, and 
adopted unanimously the concept of IWRM, as well as their commitment to ensure 
water security” (Savenije & Zaag, 2008, p. 295). It sparked political will and 
commitment towards water governance which is based on the two principles of 
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integration of water related sectors and participation by the stakeholders and 
recognition of their needs. The fame of IWRM continues to rise. At the World Summit 
on Sustainable Development (WSSD), Rahaman and Varis (2005) noted that IWRM is 
recognised as a major instrument for achieving sustainable development.  It has been 
adopted into the development of water efficiency plans for the world river basins, 
especially in developing countries. This marked a great point of departure for IWRM in 
the context of river basin management.  
 
The rise of IWRM as a main instrument for achieving sustainable development 
in the water resources sector and as the tool for promoting water efficiency was 
confirmed at the Third World Water Forum in Kyoto 2003. The declaration reaffirmed 
the commitment of the developing nations to strive for sustainable development where 
IWRM is applied. The Ministerial Declaration conveys key support from the 
developing nations and development agents to further implement the IWRM in the 
water resources sector. It states:  
 
As we aim to develop integrated water resources management and water 
efficiency plans by 2005, we will assist developing countries, particularly the least 
developed countries, and countries with economies in transition, by providing 
tools and further required assistance. In this context, among others, we 
encourage regional development banks to take a facilitating role. To this end, we 
invite all stakeholders, including private donors and civil society organizations, 
concerned to participate in this process. (www.mofa.go.jp) 
 
According to Ken Conca (2006), IWRM is also fuelled by the need to achieve 
sustainable development. He pointed out that the popularity of the IWRM concept is 
accommodated by the need to achieve sustainable development which is dominating the 
global agenda. Conca wrote (2006), “IWRM emerged and developed within a politically 
ambiguous space, bounded by several tangential intergovernmental organizations and 
inter-state accords” (p.133). He concluded that the rise of the sustainability discourse 
which is dominating the world agenda in sustainable resources management and the 
balancing of environment and economic objectives as well as social, provides an 
opportunity for IWRM to emerge and coalesce (Conca, 2006). “IWRM combines 
intuitive reasonableness, an appeal to technical authority, and an all encompassing 
character of such flexibility that it approaches vagueness” (Conca, 2006, p. 126-127). 
The IWRM concept has been perceived and applied as commitments to deliver a better 
management approach to water resources and related sectors and for its benevolence to 
sustainability.  
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Despite its popularity and its premises, the following critique highlights how the 
real implementation of IWRM actually takes place in situations where there is an issue 
of power relations within the domain of water resources management and governance. 
As Jonker (2007) noted, neither the conceptual basis of IWRM is clearly articulated, nor 
is the definition of the concept given by the GWP: these two factors contribute largely 
to the ambiguity of the concept and how practitioners can implement it. “How 
integration actually takes place” (Chéné, 2009, p. 5) is the central concern.  
Anukularmphai (2010) highlighted the varying interpretations of the IWRM approach. 
He pointed out that some put a lot of emphasis on the conceptualisation and preparation 
of IWRM plans, while others are focused on ensuring that IWRM is implemented well, 
regardless of inadequacies in existing planning processes and forms. Ultimately, the 
challenge is how to put IWRM into practice and gradually fill in the implementation 
gaps by using a ‘learning by doing’ approach. The concept of IWRM incorporates 
different interpretations of many aspects which include the environmental, social, 
political and institutional (Garcia, 2008). Garcia stated, “The concept (IWRM), despite 
the efforts of many to clarify the issue, represents many things to many people and 
accepts many definitions” (p. 24). 
 
Biswas (2004) makes the point that in order to put IWRM into practice, an 
agreed definition of what IWRM means amongst relevant stakeholders is a necessary 
step. He noted that in all stages (planning, implementation and operational), the 
engagement of stakeholders is crucial. According to Biswas (2004): 
 
It has not been possible to identify a water management process that can be 
planned and implemented in such a way that it becomes inherently integrated, 
however this may be defined, right from its initial planning stage and then to 
implementation and operational phases. (p. 250)  
 
The GWP (2000) highlighted that IWRM is not a universal blueprint for water 
resources management. It needs to be context-specific in terms of the water problem 
and the intensity of the problem; furthermore, the important roles that cultural settings 
and institutions play in shaping IWRM practices must not be discounted. There is a 
need to pay attention to the context in which IWRM is implemented and the 
implications of structural and agency changes, according to Mollinga et al. (2007). They 
argue that the idea of blueprint, model and best practice which forces social change from 
the outside such as policy and institutional change is not sustainable (Mollinga, 
Meinzen-Dick, & Merrey, 2007). Strategic action for policy reform is needed which 
takes into account water-related problems and issues (problem-shed) instead of focusing 
on watershed boundaries. Such integration also contextualises the context of water 
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resources management and the diverse perspectives of stakeholders. The situation of 
water problems and the vested interests of stakeholders are central to the reform. 
“Institutional transformation is inherently complex, political and contentious” 
(Mollinga, et al., 2007, p. 714).  
 
3.3. Critiques of notions of integration and participation in IWRM  
 
Integration, as suggested by IWRM, is an attempt at taking more holistic and 
coordinated approaches to water management, particularly in river basin contexts 
requiring an overview and grand vision. As promoted by the GWP, integration 
encompasses integration between natural and human systems; integration of land and 
water management and of upstream and downstream interests. Participation is an 
attempt to make water governance through IWRM more inclusive of multiple 
stakeholders’ interests and to give water users an involvement in decisions and 
governance, from the ground level. There is a tension between these two discourses 
based on a scalar problematic.  In this section, critiques of the notion of integration and 
participation are illustrated, together with their myriad interpretations. Central to the 
critiques is the tension between the two discourses. It centres on bringing in multiple 
voices on the one hand, and managing the bigger picture on the other. 
3.3.1 Integration 
 
Integration is promoted as a solution to fragmented water resources management. It is 
interpreted in many forms and dimensions which are driven by the actors’ 
understanding and knowledge of water resources management, and their worldviews 
and experiences (Chéné, 2009; Torkill Jonch Clausen, 2004; Garcia, 2008; Grigg, 2008; 
Jonker, 2007; Kipping, 2009; Zaag, 2005). In order to unpack the implementation of 
integration and articulate the process in reality, Jonch-Clausen and Fugl (2001) suggest 
integration in two forms: integration in the natural system and in the human system. 
Integration between the natural system and human system is also needed if the 
promotion of sustainable development of water resources is targeted. Integration in 
human systems covers policy on water resources management and an involvement of 
stakeholders at different scales. They write: 
In the ‘natural system’, integration traditionally involves land and water; surface 
water and groundwater; water quantity and quality; and upstream and 
downstream water-related interests, including the upstream freshwater 
catchments and the downstream coastal zone. However, equally important, but 
less traditional, is the integration in the ‘human system’ involving a holistic 
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institutional approach; mainstreaming water in the national economy; cross-
sectoral integration in national policy development; linkages to national security 
and trade regimes; and involvement of all stakeholders across different 
management levels. (Tokill Jonch Clausen & Fugl, 2001, p. 501)  
 
It means both systems of integration are necessary for the success of IWRM, whereas 
integration between the two systems which allows institutional and policy coherence to 
take place is also vital.  
 
Biswas (2004) researched and identified 35 issues in the literature of the decade 
(1994-2004) that are considered necessary for integration. He stated that the concept of 
IWRM is very difficult to implement in an operational sense because of its vast number 
of interpretations and lack of a clear definition of what integration actually means or 
what is required. Grigg (2008) posits that a certain level of integration is necessary and 
feasible. He selected eight categories of integration: policy sectors, water sectors, 
government units, organisation levels, functions of management, geographic units, 
phases of management and disciplines and professions (p. 283) and demonstrated how 
integration within IWRM is undertaken. He pointed out that in order to understand 
these aspects of integration much more thoroughly with regard to competing interests 
of the water users, the case-specific study has to be employed. It sheds light on the 
cultural and institutional context that IWRM is embedded within and which influences 
the forms of integration. He added that institutional barriers and confusion about what 
IWRM means could constrain how integration can be achieved (Grigg, 2008). 
The term ‘integration’ has been appropriated according to personal and political 
choices (which depend on whether the players are, for example, water engineers, water 
resources planners, or social scientists and what position they take and their 
expectations at the time the integration takes place). Integration could mean: the 
coordination of policy relevant to water management; accepting stakeholder’s 
viewpoints; spatial integration where different units of river ecosystems are fully 
considered; water sectors; or beneficial uses reflecting holistic views of water 
management (Biswas, 2008; Grigg, 2008; Junker, Buchecker, & Muler-Boker, 2007; 
Kipping, 2009; Macdonnell, 2008; Savenije & Zaag, 2008). McDonnell (2008) states, “To 
integrate means to incorporate, join together and amalgamate” (p.132). She observed 
that the trend for integration has moved from incorporating the natural environment 
into an engineering solution to water towards the concept of governance, and it relies 
on decentralised water resources management and advanced stakeholder participation.  
 
The perception of integration is not only opting for interpretation but it changes 
in accordance with the current stage of knowledge and interests. Integration is not a 
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fixed process or term which has only one meaning that everybody can adopt (Radif, 
1999). In line with Radiff, Macdonnell further articulates a dynamic perspective wherein 
integration is actually changed over time from a simple form of integration to a complex 
one which has different dimensions and scales such as institutional integration and the 
integration of the diverse interests of basin stakeholders (Macdonnell, 2008). The 
dynamics of integration need to receive significant attention.  
 
In order to instigate IWRM, Savenije and Van der Zaag (2008) suggest four 
arrays of integration to start with. These take into account different dimensions of 
water resources and the nature of water. The four dimensions are (a) water resources; 
(b) water users; (c) spatial scales; and (d) temporal scales and patterns. More 
importantly, the authors highlight that to succeed in the four arrays of integration, 
legal, institutional and financial requirements are needed (Savenije & Zaag, 2008) which 
allow for sound policy on water to be made. Beyond the natural dimension of water 
resources, water users and their needs or the human dimension also need to be 
integrated. They concluded that both spatial and temporal scales are crucial for such 
integration. This involves taking the stakeholder concerns and interest “upward to a 
higher level” and is an important aspect for integration. Grigg (2008) highlighted the 
most challenging aspect of IWRM as being how integration can take place across 
spatial scales where the diverse views of people are fully considered and balanced. He 
writes that, “Coordination across geographic areas is recognized as a special challenge 
of integration and emerging efforts toward integration in some countries will bear close 
scrutiny to measure their success” (Grigg, 2008, p. 279). 
 
Grigg (2008) offered a framework for water practitioners to undertake 
integration which includes several areas. These are: integration across policy sectors; 
integration across water sectors; geographical units; government units; organisational 
levels; functions of management; and phases of management. Integration should focus 
on ecological, sectoral and regulatory elements. Integration requires a good 
understanding of water resources and related systems and needs to recognise how the 
management of each sector will impact on others ecologically and socio-economically. 
The key contribution is that water management should be based on catchment 
boundaries, not on administrative boundaries (Kipping, 2009). Regulatory integration 
highlights the issue of water governance and promotes the decision-making process 
taking place at the lowest appropriate level (Kipping, 2009).  
 
Beside the integration of natural and human systems and policy coordination, the 
integration of livelihood into IWRM should be a major focus (Merrey & Drechsel, 
2005). Livelihood integration is argued to be the priority if IWRM is involved with 
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promoting human welfare, reducing poverty and effective water resources management 
and governance. Merry and Drechsel (2005) offered a new definition of IWRM which 
places livelihood at the centre:  
 
IWRM is the promotion of human welfare, especially the reduction of poverty 
and the encouragement of better livelihoods and balanced economic growth, 
through effective democratic development and management of water and other 
natural resources at community and national levels, in a framework that is 
equitable, sustainable, transparent, and as far as possible conserves vital 
ecosystems. (p.203) 
 
Merrey and Drechsel (2005) further suggested that “IWRM has to be placed in the 
broader context of both modern Integrated Natural Resources Management (INRM) 
and the livelihood approach, which together take a holistic and people-centred 
approach” (p. 197). By placing livelihood at the centre of integration, people’s 
livelihoods which are based around the river resources are put at the centre of the 
implementation of IWRM, and their voices and concerns can be taken into account. 
This perspective is drawn upon in this thesis when analysing Sesan water resources 
management and the implementation of IWRM in terms of whether the livelihoods of 
the river-dependent communities are integrated into planning. 
 
How integration actually takes place is one of the observations provided by 
research critiques. Saravanan et al. (2009) indicates that integration connotes different 
meanings and different interpretations. “IWRM has taken a normative approach of ‘how 
to integrate’ with diverse connotations, various definitions and different approaches” 
(Saravanan, Macdonald, & Mollinga, 2009, p. 76). Given that water resources 
management is a political process that involves different aspects of complexities and 
pluralities and power relations, the process of integration cannot be easily achieved 
(Saravanan, et al., 2009). Nevertheless, the authors argue that integration does take 
place in the context of changing agents’ perspectives towards water resources problems 
and such change facilitates institutional reform. They concluded that “Understanding 
how institutions are integrated by actors along with other contextual factors will help 
in facilitating (or constraining) those institutional factors in promoting IWRM” (p.82).   
 
Pollard and Du Toit (2008) emphasised that self-organisation, identity and 
embeddedness are three main factors attributable to a collective understanding of the 
river system and its complexity (and contribute to the system’s resilience) and 
determine the success of integration within the catchment system. The integration they 
attempt to unpack is in the context of South African National Water Act which applies 
the IWRM to advance public participation in water management areas. They argue that 
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the development of a catchment management strategy represented a decentralised and 
participatory approach which recognised the complexities of the river system as well as 
its stakeholders. They articulated that such recognition (of the complexity of the 
catchment and drivers for change) is also a key for creating an understanding amongst 
stakeholders of the system’s resilience. Recognition that water resources management 
plans do not just emerge by themselves, but interact and impact on other plans and 
sectors (embeddedness), is also a key for integration. In addition to meaningful 
participation, the idea of cooperative governance is necessary. “Co-operative governance 
and participation are important aspects of building resilience within catchment systems” 
(Pollard & Toit, 2008, p. 667). On the point of governance, Hirsch (2006) illustrates that 
the governance agenda is complex, and that taking into account stakeholders’ interests 
is extremely challenging and broader than simply applying the concept of ‘best practice’ 
(such as IWRM). It means that governance is an arena for negotiating, rather than for 
prescribing, and that the agenda is complex and beyond the scope of IWRM as best 
practice. 
 
Based on the diverse views of what integration means, what should be integrated 
and the intense dynamics of power relations between stakeholders which obscure the 
nature of integration, Tony Allan invites us to see integration as a political process and 
seeks innovative ways to undertake integration by paying attention to the context 
within which the integration is undertaken. The important message here is that 
integration is a political process (Allan, 2003). It is necessary to move beyond a 
technical perspective of integration and see it as political process which involves various 
stakeholders and their diversities. 
 
Following this line of argument that integration is a political process, Saravanan 
et al. (2009) take a ‘strategic realist’ approach and demonstrate the strategic direction at 
which integration takes place. The authors highlight that “understanding how 
institutions are integrated by actors along with other contextual factors will help in 
facilitating (or constraining) those institutional factors in promoting IWRM” (p.82).  In 
general, the achievement of a full integration where every stakeholder is happy and feels 
their needs have been addressed is not easy. The practicalities of achieving integration 
are not easy; water management is a politically contested process (Saravanan, et al., 
2009, p. 77). Integration, in fact, suggests reaching a compromise in power relations 
through a process of intensely contested negotiations and a power struggle between the 
water resources actors.   
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3.3.2 Participation and IWRM 
 
This section places an emphasis on participation in the context of IWRM. Integration 
and participation are the dual discourses underpinning IWRM; during the process of 
integration, participation is also required. Integration needs to take into account 
stakeholders’ needs and interests, and it has to be carried out as a multi-scale process. 
Integration and stakeholder participation are co-created and implemented; nevertheless, 
there is scale-defined tension between them.  
Merrey et al. (2005) argued that IWRM must be recognised in a multi-scale 
fashion; an application of the concept at the local, watershed, and basin level is needed. 
Stakeholders play the roles of both consumer and creator; they are empowered by 
participating in the IWRM process and gain knowledge while they are creators in the 
sense that they provide information and contribute their knowledge. The engagement of 
stakeholders at different scales is therefore crucial for the success of IWRM. Du Toit 
and Pollard (2008) shared key experiences in the implementation of IWRM in the case 
of South Africa’s Water Act and the preparation of catchment management strategies. 
They pointed out that critical factors which may cause the failure of IWRM are the 
undertaking of public participation as a single process and the inadequate integration of 
catchment complexity into the planning phase (DuToit & Pollard, 2008).  
  They argue that “the need to deepen the discourse on public participation in 
IWRM is critical for the development of an appropriate, practicable and functional 
approach” (DuToit & Pollard, 2008, p. 712). To deepen the public participation 
discourse of the IWRM, the guidelines from the International Association of 
Participation (IAP) may be followed. It suggests that the five types of participation in 
the (IAP) spectrum should be applied; namely, to inform, consult, involve, collaborate 
and empower. The use that is made of these participatory types depends on the nature 
of the task and process and the level of engagement that is anticipated. There are three 
dimensions that constitute the participatory space: 
Mechanisms of participation vary along three important dimensions: who 
participates, how participants communicate with one another and make decisions 
together, and how discussions are linked with policy or public action. These three 
dimensions constitute a space in which any particular mechanism of participation 
can be located. (Fung, 2006, p. 66) 
Chenoweth et al. (2002) demonstrated the case of stakeholder participation and 
community involvement in the case of the Mekong, which is a transboundary river in 
nature, and the Murray-Darling basin which is multijurisdictional river. They 
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concluded that “community involvement in the form of community consultation across 
large multijurisdictional river basins is achievable, but more comprehensive 
participation is not necessarily possible” (Chenoweth, et al., 2002). Varis et al. (2008) 
pointed out that it is important that the stakeholders benefit from the participation 
process and their needs and interests are taken into the IWRM plan. It is quite a 
challenge for a river basin organisation such as the Mekong River Commission (MRC) 
to balance all the needs and interests of stakeholders such as donor agencies, 
community-based organisations and local governments. Forging community 
participation and enhancing the integration of ecosystem services into development 
planning are two main challenges for an institution like the MRC, a river basin 
organisation which is undertaking comprehensive water resources management (Belay, 
HAQ, Chien, & ARAFAT, 2010).  
Stakeholder participation is a political process (Mollinga, et al., 2007; Priscoli, 
2004; Wester, Merrey, & Lange, 2003). Priscoli (2004) pointed to five areas that are 
important for participation in water resources management and included an ethical 
dimension that reflects the need to engage disadvantaged groups such as the poor and 
attention to both the technical and political dimensions of participation. The 
participatory process can help to bridge the gaps of conflicts of interests and initiate 
reconciliation in the case of conflict if it is done with the recognition of the place of 
ethics, tensions between technical and political factors, the need for conflict 
management and the need to engage the affected people (Priscoli, 2004).  
Furthermore, a systematic approach to IWRM is needed which needs to pay 
attention to governance issues and an equitable distribution of the three main objectives 
of economic performance, environmental sustainability and equity. Gaining a sense of 
ownership at the local scale is the most important aspect for IWRM:  
Without the common recognition and ownership of the IWRM concepts in the 
villages, at the local governance and government levels and in the international 
setting, IWRM remains a theoretical concept with little sound scientific 
background from real-life development projects and little sustainable impact on 
the environment, society and economy. (Varis, Rahaman, & Stucki, 2008, p. 118) 
 
3.4 Application of IWRM in transboundary river basins  
 
In the context of transboundary river basins, the critical aspect of planning is to take 
into account the needs and interests of stakeholders at multiple scales (local, national 
and watershed) and the power relations issues underpinning water resources 
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development such as downstream interests versus upstream interests (Tokill Jonch 
Clausen & Fugl, 2001). Scale and position (such as downstream versus upstream) play 
an important role in shaping water use and control in river basins. Acknowledging how 
the actors act and what positions they take to exert control over water is the critical 
consideration for good governance (Lebel, et al., 2005). They posit that acknowledging 
power asymmetries between upstream and downstream is vital for analysing water 
governance in transboundary river basins in the pursuit of equity and justice (Savenije 
& Zaag, 2008).  
IWRM was adopted to guide Senegal river basin planning that is shared by 
Guinea, Mali, Mauritania and Senegal, West Africa. Struggling to balance the goal of 
macroeconomic development with local needs is the major driving force for the 
implementation of IWRM in the Senegal river basin. According to Varis and Lehtela 
(2002), IWRM in the context of Senegal river basin planning is understood as a 
“management procedure that integrates the natural resources and society around a 
watershed”. The goal of IWRM is to guide transboundary planning where the national 
economy, urban and rural livelihoods, as well as environmental sustainability are fully 
considered for the development of the Senegal River (Varis & Lahtela, 2002).  
 
The tendency in the Senegal River development has been strongly driven by 
politics. A lack of transparency and very limited participation of the civil society in 
policy making have been characteristic (in Senegal River). Even though some of 
the plans have followed the IWRM principles, the actual implementation actions 
have unfortunately not done so. (p. 520) 
 
The lesson learnt from the application of IWRM in the Senegal River reveals the way 
IWRM is seen by its institutional proponents as a technocratic approach that seeks to 
move beyond politics. The main criticism of the application of IWRM is that the process 
of participation is seen as lacking transparency. Thus, the lessons learnt from IWRM 
implementation in the Senegal River show the need to move beyond technocratic 
concerns to politics by the engagement of different stakeholders and to enhance their 
participation and voices in IWRM-led water resources planning in transboundary river 
basins. The challenging goal of implementing IWRM includes mirroring the goal of the 
local and national stakeholders in one landscape, getting all stakeholders to reflect on 
their needs and aspirations regarding development options, and attempting to negotiate 
trade-offs between stakeholders such as balancing local and national interests (Varis & 
Lahtela, 2002).  
 
In the context of the Amazon River, IWRM has been adopted by the organisation 
of the Amazon Operation Treaty (ACTP) as a key instrument for transboundary river 
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basin planning and the development of a strategic action plan for the Amazon. The 
basin is facing the situation of low precipitation and increasing temperature as a result 
of climate change. Managing water resources in the basin requires a consideration of 
climate change scenarios which will affect water availability in the basin and the 
competing interests of water uses. According to Braga et al. (2011), IWRM has been 
adopted for basin planning under the overarching framework of Amazon Basin Treaty, 
signed by eight riparian countries (Bolivia, Brazil, Columbia, Ecuador, Guyana, Peru, 
Suriname and Venezuela). These countries have a high variety of political systems and 
diverse needs on water uses for development as well as conservation. The process was 
started with a transboundary diagnostic analysis which highlighted the key 
transboundary issues in the basin and the implementation of stakeholder participation 
and communication plans. As a result, an agreed basin vision and plan were developed 
as an initial pathway to a strategic action plan for the Amazon River basin. Braga et al. 
(2011) concluded:  
 
It is equally important to recognize that the sustainable development of the 
Amazon Basin will be ensured with the consolidation of integrated management of 
water resources in the region, through an adjustment and subsequent 
implementation of the management tools comprised in existing national water 
resources policies. (p. 495) 
 
In addition to the benefit of IWRM in facilitating basin planning and different 
water uses and interests, IWRM is portrayed as a conflict management tool for 
resolving disputes between riparian nations and as a platform for enhancing 
cooperation. The implementation of IWRM in the planning and management of the 
Brahmaputra river basin involved four nation states: Bhutan, India, Bangladesh and 
China. Here, the goal of IWRM is to achieve a balance between water resources 
development, conservation and fisheries management on the Brahmaputra river basin. 
Also, an integrated approach to water resources development is needed in the 
Brahmaputra river basin where the competing uses of water and conflict could be 
mediated while promoting regional water resources development. Although there is a 
significant level of IWRM integration into national policy and planning, the issues of 
governance and transboundary cooperation were not addressed properly during the 
IWRM implementation stage (Rahaman & Varis, 2009). Such gaps demonstrate the 
inadequacy of IWRM rhetoric. The practical mechanisms would take into account the 
people displaced by the Brahmaputra dam and whose lives will be impacted by the dam 
decision on Brahmaputra River and ensure that the voices of the dam’s displaced are 
heard and that they are part of the water resources development decision (Rahaman & 
Varis, 2009).  
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In the case of IWRM implementation in the Mekong, the Mekong River 
Commission is the river basin organisation whose mission is to promote sustainable 
development of the Mekong River basin. Its goal is to develop an IWRM-based 
strategy for river basin planning. It can be demonstrated that there are factors in the 
reality of water management and the attempt to integrate that obscure participation. 
According to Varis et al. (2008), the ignorance of the environmental, social, economic 
and political context of the basin works to constrain the implementation of IWRM. The 
authors further suggest strategic and tactical techniques that will influence the 
implementation of IWRM. These include the cultural and political context of the river 
basin and governance at multi-scales (Varis, et al., 2008). Opting for a systematic 
approach to IWRM which includes multi-objective trade-offs in a multi-disciplinary 
decision-making process is needed (Belay, et al., 2010).   
 
Contextualising the value of water and taking into account its connected social, 
economic, cultural perspectives is a key for achieving the goal of IWRM.  In river basins 
where the river is a spiritual entity, such as the case of the Ganges (which is shared by 
the three countries of India, Bangladesh and Nepal), cultural and spiritual values are 
pivotal. Ignoring the integration of these values into the IWRM framework for river 
basin management has proven to be problematic. Rahaman and Varis (2005) indicate “it 
is possible that all efforts towards sustainable water resources management may be 
piecemeal and ephemeral” (p.20). They suggest the practical challenges are diverse 
objectives of water use and its social, economic and cultural context.  
 
Although the story of IWRM has reached a certain level of success, it has 
demonstrated failures. The major challenges to the implementation of IWRM lie at 
seeking agreement about a vision and action when interests are diverse and different 
values are at play (Mitchell, 2008). The two tiers of IWRM: blueprint and 
institutionalised norms pose complexities and vagueness (Conca, 2006). The researcher 
is in agreement with the statement made by Ken Conca:  
 
If the international rivers framework illustrates the limits of a global rivers regime 
that is grounded in interstate political bargaining, the IWRM framework, despite 
its growing embededness, shows the limits of an institutionalization that is 
grounded in authoritative expert knowledge and transnational professional 
networking. (p. 128) 
 
In addition to the foregoing, there are other aspects that influence the success of the 
application of IWRM in a shared-river basin. These include processes of institutional 
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building such as social movements against dam construction and inter-state cooperation 
for implementing the agreements of shared rivers.   
 
The global discourse of IWRM has been adopted by the key Mekong water 
players such as the Asian Development Bank, World Bank and Mekong River 
Commission as a key instrument for the achievement of sustainable development in the 
Mekong where the three pillars of water resources development are balanced: 
environmental, social equity and economic objectives. In the context of IWRM 
implementation in the Sesan, the actors use IWRM as a main instrument for 
transboundary water resources planning and management. Chapter 7 explains how the 
concept of IWRM is adopted and appropriated in the Sesan and based on the three 
initiatives of the World Bank Water Resources Assistance Strategy, the ADB’s IWRM 
in the 3S river basin project and the MRC’s IWRM planning process for an IWRM-
based basin development plan.   
 
3.5 IWRM as a sanctioned discourse 
 
IWRM was conceptualised as an alternative to fragmented water resource management 
and to “convey the vision of the world where the multiplicity of desired goals was 
reaffirmed and where imbalances were redressed” (Molle, 2008, p. 132). It is seen as a 
Nirvana which is a persuasive goal to aim for and requires the setting of steps for its 
achievement. Molle (2008) called IWRM a ‘nirvana concept’. He concluded, “The 
nirvana concept tends to reflect the ideologies and interest of powerful parties and 
include more active processes of snowballing and paradigm maintenance by which 
concepts may become hegemonic and fuel a normative and prescriptive policy making” 
(p. 150).  
The adoption of the concept of IWRM is seen as necessary for guiding water 
resources planning or as being an important tool that should be subscribed to. For 
instance, the state adopted IWRM to guide national planning, or a river basin 
commission adopted the concept to facilitate participation in the water sector. The 
concept is categorised as a  ‘boundary object’ (Cash, et al., 2002; Conca, 2006) which is 
appropriated and repackaged according to the most up-to-date knowledge and to favour 
a particular agenda and the actors’ preferences and their discourses (Molle, 2008). 
IWRM, which is implemented in this way, has simply paid lip service to the concept. 
Subsequently, it generates the situation in which the implementation of IWRM becomes 
unrealistic and ‘business as usual’. Molle further commented:  
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The use of IWRM rhetoric as a depoliticizing act is therefore profoundly political 
in itself, as it does not critically question- but, rather, reinforces- the traditional 
role, mandate and worldview of the main actors in water resources management, 
favouring the status quo and business-as-usual strategies. (p.135).  
In calling IWRM a nirvana concept, Molle (2008) posits that the concept of 
IWRM has legitimised certain practices of water resources management and underlines 
particular storylines that actors construct in which certain beliefs are embedded. It is 
based on three characters: (a) success stories; (b) best practices; and (c) promising 
technologies. Such a concept communicates promising solutions for water resources 
management by “conveying the vision of the world where the multiplicity of desired 
goals was reaffirmed and where imbalances were redressed” (p.132). He further added: 
Nirvana concepts underpin overarching frameworks that promote or strengthen 
particular narratives or storylines – i.e. simple, casual, and explanatory beliefs-and 
legitimize specific blueprints or models of both policies and development 
interventions. Nirvana concepts, narratives and model/s icons all ideational and 
ideological objects which emerge at some point in tem to typify a certain view, 
approach or solution. (Molle, 2008, p. 131) 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
IWRM is a sanctioned discourse which has power to determine policy on water 
resources management. According to Allan (2003): 
A discourse is sanctioned or not by the extent to which the policy is the result of 
what social theorists calls a hegemonic convergence. When coalitions come 
together they are partial in their selection of assumptions and information to feed 
into the policy-making discourse. Self-serving assumptions and information gets 
on to agendas, gets discussed and influences policy outcomes. Unwelcome 
information is relegated to appendices or ignored. (p.21) 
 
In other words, the actors’ interests and agendas influence their interpretations of 
IWRM. “The IWRM concept is sanctioned by the limited assumptions of policy 
makers” (Allan, 2003, p. 9). Discourse is sanctioned through the way in which it is 
legitimised. Jagerstog contends that “certain methods and ways of viewing the world 
have become institutionalized and thus effectively work as boundaries for what is 
feasible” (Jagerstog, 2003, p.162). “It (discourse) represents what may be said, who may 
say it, and also how it shall be interpreted” (p.162). Furthermore, the examination of 
sanctioned discourse helps to understand the context of water policy making and its 
associated power relations and the political context of the policy-making (Jagerstog, 
2003). According to Molle (2008), storylines or narratives are constructed to articulate 
certain social/physical phenomena. He writes, “When a set of actors tries to establish 
hegemony and to pre-empt debate, several coalitions may emerge, united by their 
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respective storylines” (p.137). Story-lines imply their visions and worldviews as well as 
similar positions and casual beliefs.  
 
Some groups of actors may join their arguments and subscribe to the same 
storylines according to their beliefs, ideology and worldviews, and such forces could 
form a coalition. The practices of the actors when they utter their storylines and the 
reasons and positions that are opted for examination, allow the coalition to be unpacked 
much more thoroughly. Powerful actors manoeuver the storylines to serve their 
agendas such as persuasive planning and marginalise other storylines (Throgmorton, 
2003). It means there is certainly bias in terms of which stories should be subscribed to 
and which ones should be disregarded; it depends on the actors’ worldviews. In the 
context of integration and participation, it means storylines around integration and 
participation are shaped and distorted according to the actors’ worldviews and visions of 
governance.  
 
3.6 Conclusion 
 
The foregoing review draws together a variety of arguments around the 
implementation of IWRM and critiques of the gaps between theory and practice and 
diverse perspectives of integration and participation. IWRM as a nirvana concept 
legitimises certain models or the embedded-ideology of water resources management 
and offers a certain solution to water resources problems. As such, the concept, 
according to Molle (2008), is hijacked by actors who legitimise their water resources 
model and agenda.  
In stepping back from IWRM as an essentialised governance approach, and 
exploring its application critically in a highly politicised transboundary river basin 
context, the researcher has opted to move beyond IWRM and its technocratic focus to a 
more politicised concept of water resources management which acknowledges the 
diversity of the stakeholders and their needs and interests, as well as the complex 
objectives of water resources management and the institutions which are fundamental 
to governance. The researcher questions both the implementation of IWRM in the 
Sesan as a means for enhancing stakeholder participation and its embeddedness in the 
social and economic realities of Sesan water resources management (and development). 
Also, the role of IWRM in conflict mitigation around the issues of the Sesan dams is of 
concern. Of particular importance is the framing of Sesan transboundary problems 
Page | 49 
 
within the implementation of IWRM and the effectiveness of integration and 
participation as means for conflict mitigation and achievement of environmental justice.  
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Chapter 4: Research methodology 
 
I think there are different kinds of fieldwork: going on digs, experiments, observational 
work, interviewing work, and the like, and these all have their own characters (Goffman, 
1989, p. 125) 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
There are four main components of methodology employed in this study which guide 
the investigation of the Sesan transboundary impacts and the discursive framing of 
water governance issues by different water players. These are (a) progressive 
contextualisation (Vayda, 1983) as suggested by the political ecology approach (section 
4.2); (b) an ethnographic approach (participant observation and interviews)(section 4.3): 
in the context of this thesis, the particular focus is the organisational ethnography of the 
anti-dam movement and the ethnography of dam-affected people; and (c) the use of a 
discourse-coalition approach (section 4.4) which involves unpacking statements and 
speeches made by the key water players in the Sesan. The combination of these methods 
is useful for a number of reasons: first, the methods allow narratives of policy problems 
of relevance to transboundary water resources management to be revealed and the 
implication to community participation, in particular the community and local villagers 
whose livelihoods rely on the Sesan river. More importantly, I place an emphasis on 
how the discourse of IWRM co-exists with the participatory water resources 
management in the socio-political context of the Sesan dams. Second, an insightful 
analysis of communites’ concerns is possible through these methods in particular how 
the NGO such as the 3SPN integrate concerns from the dam affected people to their 
advocacy at the higher scale of governance. In particular, attention is drawn to Hajer’s 
discourse coalition approach by highlighting the way in which certain environmental 
problems are framed and social coalitions around specific meanings around the discourse 
emerged.  
 
In addition to the aforementioned methodologies, the concept of the ‘power cube’ 
is used to unpack different spaces of engagement as a result of interactions between 
scale and types of power (Gaventa, 2006b)(section 4.5). The concept illustrates three 
types of participation space: closed space, invited space and claimed space, which depend 
on how they were created, and with whose interests and what forms of engagement 
(Gaventa, 2006b, p. 26). Section 4.6 introduces the study area where ethnographic 
research for this thesis was conducted.  
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4.2 Progressive contextualisation  
 
Andrew Vayda suggests that “progressive contextualization involves a focus on 
significant human activities or people-environment interactions and the explanation of 
these by their placement within progressively wider or denser contexts” (Vayda, 1983, 
p. 265).  Progressive contextualisation, in the context of this thesis, involves unpacking 
the Sesan transboundary impacts by focussing on local impacts faced by the riverside 
communities and progressively moving out to broader and denser contexts which draw 
the connection to the Sesan dams and their operations. It includes undertaking the 
following: identifying environmental changes caused by river changes, identifying social 
(and political) processes that are driving the changes in the Sesan and progressively 
moving out to consider the issue of upstream and downstream power relations and the 
scale politics underpinning Sesan hydropower development. The outcome of 
progressive contextualisation allows for a dense analysis of the Sesan water problem in 
its social and political context. It also helps to identify the impacts of hydropower 
development in the Sesan, and the underpinning discourse that influences water 
resources development and management in the Sesan river basin.  
 
4.3 Ethnography  
 
Ethnography encompasses the study of actors and their interactions within social 
groups and the meanings of such interactions and encounters; it connotes cultural 
sensitivity and description (Spradley, 1979). Ethnographic research, according to the 
Development Research Sequence or DRS method, includes undertaking the following: 
a) identifying and locating key informants; b) interviewing informants; c) making an 
ethnographic record; 4) asking descriptive questions; 4) analysing ethnography; and 5) 
writing ethnography (p. 224-226). The current thesis uses these five steps to examine 
the different actors’ perspectives on water resources development and governance.  
One of the key steps of ethnography involved in the current study is the 
identification of key Sesan stakeholders. This was initially done through the literature 
review and was followed up by negotiating access to the field with key stakeholders 
(and organisations). Other steps also followed, such as observing meetings and 
analysing statements and speeches, and conducting interviews. The fieldwork for this 
study was conducted in multiple locales, and ethnographic methods were applied in 
varying setting including meetings organised and participated in by the key 
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stakeholders at the village level and IWRM meetings organised by development banks, 
as well as at NGO offices and in villages. In these settings, the researcher carried out 
both participant observation and interviews. Herbert (2000) posits: 
Ethnography provides unrepeatable insight into the processes and meanings that 
sustain and motivate social groups. These processes and meanings vary across 
space, and are central to the construction and transformation of landscapes; they 
are both place-bound and place-making. (Herbert, 2000, p. 550) 
The ethnographic research was mainly carried out in Ratanakiri province of 
Cambodia on the bank of the Sesan River. Fieldwork involved six months of fieldwork 
in the four districts of Vuensai, Taveng, Andong Meas and O Ya Dao and an additional 
two months in a neighbouring province of Stung Treng. The fieldwork was supported 
by two local NGOs: the Sesan, Sekong and Srepok Rivers Protection Network (3SPN) 
and the Culture, Environment, Protection Agency (CEPA). During 2010 and in early 
2011 these two organisations accepted me as an intern. This immersion during the field, 
was inspired by the critical collaborative methodologies developed by Paul Routledge 
(Routledge, 2001), which encouraged me to establish a relationship with networks 
seeking environmental and social justice. It proved highly beneficial for my study of 
environmental justice movements. Working for, and with, the local NGOs allowed me 
to closely examine their everyday practices. I participated in the implementation of 
NGO activities and observed on-going projects which communities were involved in 
and attended meetings organised at both the local and provincial levels at which the 
NGOs framed the problem for their advocacy activities. Also, my participation gave me 
an insight into their everyday struggle.  
During my internship with the NGOs, I applied participant observation methods 
to understand everyday life of particular social groups (Dunn, 2005). The combined 
methods of survey interviewing, document analysis, direct observation and observer 
participation is called participant observation (Denzin, 1989). “The approach 
(participant observation) has been adopted and adapted by geographers to understand 
the meanings of place and the contexts of everyday life” (Kearns, 2005, p. 195). I applied 
this method at different scales. For example, I applied it during my attendance to village 
meetings, IWRM meetings and meetings organised by NGOs. Some of the meetings 
organised by NGOs were targeted at local participants and raised the key issues of dam 
impacts. On the other hand, meetings organised by IWRM implementers focussed on 
transboundary water problems and their management in the Sesan. By adopting the 
participant observation method, I was able to understand organisational perspectives of 
transboundary water problems and how the issues were framed in the Sesan..  
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 This reflects Mulling’s claim of participant observation. “Most ethnographers 
utilize qualitative techniques such as participant observation, to provide  in-depth 
understanding of the inner working of a particular social group” (Mulling, 1999, p.337). 
Participant observation, as applied in the context of the thesis, needed my participation 
in the meetings organised by key stakeholders in order to observe the interactions and 
the power relations at playanalyse  the statements made and assess the conduct of 
interviews. For instance, in the space where IWRM implementers interacted, I paid 
attention to how they articulated the notion of integration and participation, and the 
underpinning beliefs of the IWRM implementers. I interviewed 13 IWRM 
implementers, 30 villagers from local communities who live along the Sesan and Srepok 
Rivers and 10 officials from NGOs working at the local, national and regional levels. In 
total, 53 informants were interviewed.   
Most of the interviews were conducted in English and the Lao language. Given 
the fact that Ratanakiri province is one of the regions in Cambodia with high ethnic 
diversity (such as Brao, Lao and Tampuan) the ethnography carried out for the study 
paid careful attention to the cultural identities and histories of ethnic groups (Hodge & 
Lester, 2006; Louis, 2007; Routledge, 2001; Stevens, 2001). Fieldwork in ethnic 
communities was conducted in a manner which respected their culture and village 
protocols. Translation from Khmer to Lao and English was made by the NGO workers, 
who acccompanied me during the fieldwork.  
The fieldwork started by explaining the objectives and use of the research. Key 
topics and questions were introduced to initiate the conversation. The interviewees 
were informed about the sole academic purposes of the research and the consents for 
participations were sought in front of the NGOs workers who have been working in the 
areas for many years. In order to protect the anonymity of the interviewees and their 
security, the term ‘om’(uncle), ‘ming’(aunt) and ‘Pu’ and ‘Bong’(brother) is used in this 
thesis, for example Koon from Vuensai village the reference will be Mae K, Vuensai 
district. Other names will be refered to only with initial and the first alphabet of their 
names for example Mr. D, World Fish  
Insights into debates and cultural description of certain social groups can be 
gained from the interview (Hay, 2000). “The interview is not just having a chat but it 
requires the diplomacy of contacting informants and negotiating research deals” (Dunn, 
2005, p. 79). The interviews involve two way communication and which allows 
meanings and understandings to be created mutually (Dunn, 2005). Spradley (1979) 
stated that, the problems, concerns and interests of the informants have to be fully 
accounted for during the interviews. Semi-structured interviews were chosen and these 
were designed around the perception of transboundary water problems, the visions of 
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the IWRM in managing the transboundary river basin and the vision of integration and 
participation. Semi-structured interviews provided the opportunity to ask questions and 
to direct the conversation which gave more flexibility (Dunn, 2005).  In addition, the 
interviews aimed to cover how the key actors implemented IWRM and what the 
relevant justifications were. The interview process focused on ‘thick description’ 
(Denzin, 1989) or explanations that attempt to understand the core meanings of the 
perceptions and actions portrayed by the key interviewees. The ‘thick description’, as 
part of the interviewing process, is an attempt to gain insight into meanings and 
essential elements of the opinions (Denzin, 1989).   
Interviews for the study were mostly conducted at the meetings in which I 
participated where the implementers of IWRM met and discussed IWRM and their 
visions and plans for the 3S river basins. The meetings I attended include the following:   
1) MRC stakeholder consultation meetings 1-3 (in Chiang Rai, Thailand and Vientiane, 
Lao PDR) where IWRM implementers met and crafted IWRM plans for the IWRM-
based strategies, including receiving feedback from stakeholders; 2) IWRM in the 3S 
meeting organised by the ADB and the MRC (in Ban Me Thout, Vietnam) where the 
ADB facilitated the process of  IWRM implementation; 3) village meetings in Vuensai 
and Andong Meas; 4) the Lower Sesan 2 training workshop (in Ratanakiri, Cambodia), 
at the provincial scale where potentially affected people from the project discussed and 
crafted their community statement; 5) an international conference on transboundary 
water management; and 6) the MRC summit, a high level meeting, organised by the 
MRC, where the MRC reaffirmed its commitment towards IWRM strategies.     
In addition to the above-mentioned ethnographic methods, organisational 
ethnography was explicitly employed in the study to guide the analysis of the 3SPN 
NGO. Daniel Neyland (2008) points out key sensibilities or ethnographic considerations 
which are important for doing organisational ethnography. Organisational ethnography 
entails the following: negotiating to gain access to the organisation that is targeted for 
research, choosing locations, defining time frames and establishing field relations with 
groups and members of the organisation (Neyland, 2008). The current study carefully 
reflected on these aspects as the research strategy was crafted together with 3SPN. The 
initial identification of the 3SPN resulted from its concerns about perspectives on 
transboundary impacts of the Sesan dams and their principle advocacy for 
environmental and social justice. These characteristics of the 3SPN made it an essential 
agency to connect with when examining the issue of local participation to 
transboundary water governance.     
The following research techniques were used during ethnography: ‘follow the 
NGO worker’; ‘talking while cooking’ and ‘walk me to the river’. The three approaches 
Page | 55 
 
were developed in-situ, during the fieldwork, for several reasons. The objectives were: 
first, to gain access to meetings and undertake village interviews; second, to create a 
relaxed environment for the interviews and; third, to observe social interaction within 
certain groups such as the NGOs workers and the villagers.  
Follow the NGO workers to villages and conduct interviews 
This technique helped me to gain access to key informants such as the village and 
district coordinator, and to develop opportunities to observe meetings and provide 
critical reflections. The work of three key NGO officers at the 3SPN was focussed on: 
the one responsible for Andong Meas district and Ou Ya Dav district; the one 
responsible for advocacy related components of the network; and the one in charge of 
community-based research. The use of the technique made it possible to gain access to 
the village meetings organised to discuss the network and work plan for 3SPN’s 
activities and their advocacy concerns. This technique is recommended as useful for 
studying the operations and on-ground reality of social justice movements, especially in 
the context of river change narratives and water resources development and impacts in 
transboundary river basins.  
 
Walk me to the river  
This technique was crafted in-situ in order to gain access to particular groups of key 
informants, such as village coordinators, women and those who are quiet at meetings - 
they are either too shy to speak at meetings or they are not given adequate 
opportunities to share their knowledge and information because the meeting 
environment is generally male-dominated and led by village coordinators (who are 
mostly male). I chose some participants and followed them to their houses which they 
reached by crossing the river. This approach was especially powerful as it allowed in-
depth interviews to be conducted about their lives, their concerns about river changes, 
how their livelihoods have changed, especially their livelihood strategies, and their 
aspirations. This was a time in which they felt at ease in sharing their personal stories.  
Moreover, it provided a more relaxing environment to talk about dam impacts instead 
of addressing the dam-impact questions in a big group setting. It also helped to lessen 
pressure of being interviewed.   
Talking while cooking 
This method helped me to carry on a conversation with the village coordinators and 
elder coordinators of the social justice movement network, or the NGOs. It was possible 
to ask them questions about their responsibilities in the network, their aspirations, and 
plans for promoting the network, as well as their views about the network’s operation. 
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During cooking time (this refers to chopping vegetables, cooking rice, fetching water 
for washing dishes and cooking meals), anecdotes about river changes, stories of high 
floods and damage to livelihood were related and the conversations flowed smoothly.   
 
4.4 Discourse-oriented approach 
 
A discourse-oriented approach is employed in the analysis of social framings of Sesan 
water governance. It aims to analyse the way in which the actors articulate the Sesan 
water problem including means to address the problem. It also requires paying 
attention to actors’ words and way of speech, as well as their statements and observing 
how the actors translate vision and plans for Sesan water management into practice. 
Firstly, it is discourse analysis that  focuses on a critical analysis of words, statements, 
and speeches that actors use in order to give meanings and share perceptions. This 
method is influenced by the discipline of human geography. Secondly, is discourse 
analysis focusses on the “mode of talking” and analysis of “a specific ensemble of ideas, 
concepts, and categorisations that are produced, reproduced, and transformed in a 
particular set of practices and through which meaning is given to physical and social 
realities” (Hajer, 2003a, p. 44). According to Sharp and Richardson (2001), discourse 
analysis examines both discourse as text and discourse in text.   
Following Sharp and Richardson, Hajer (2003) posits that discourses have to 
look beyond the text and moment of utterance or mode of talking. This includes 
understandings the position of actors and rationality of the statements made by 
different actors. The discursive act at which discourse is operated is central for the 
articulation. Hajer and Versteeg (2005) state: “the basic assumption of discourse analysis 
is that language profoundly shapes one’s view of the world and reality, instead of being 
only a neutral medium mirroring it” (p. 176). Based on this, the basic assumption 
underpinning discourse has to be carefully observed as do the position and context of its 
emergence. Discourse is defined as:  
a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts and categorizations that are produced, 
reproduced and transformed in a particular set of practices, through which 
meaning is given to physical and social realities (Sharp & Richardson, 2001, p. 
198).  
Waitt (2005) stipulates that examining the structure of discourse is extremely 
important, including how ideas are represented and the way in which texts are 
constituted. Waitt defines discourse analysis:  
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(i) to explore the outcomes of discourse in terms of actions, perceptions, or 
attitudes rather than the simply the analysis of statements/texts; (ii) to identify 
the regulatory frameworks within which groups of statements are produced, 
circulated and communicated within which people construct their utterances and 
thoughts; and (iii) to uncover the support or internal mechanisms that maintain 
certain structures and rules over statements about people, animals, plants, events, 
and places in existence as unchangeable, ‘normal’, or ‘common-sense’ rather than 
to discover the ‘truth’ of the ‘origin’ of a statement. (Waitt, 2005, p. 165) 
The concept of discourse has largely been inspired by the work of Michel 
Foucault. Foucault (1972) refers to ‘discourse’ as:  
practices that [are] system-articulated,[and] form the objects of which they 
speak…It is an orientation to practice that views social worlds and their 
subjectivities as always already embedded and embodied in its discursive 
conventions. (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, p. 494)  
Discourse not only puts words to work; it gives them their meaning, constructs 
perceptions, and formulates understanding and ongoing courses of interaction (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2000, p. 494). According to Howarth (2002), “Discourses, then, are made up 
of a limited number of statements for which a group of conditions of existence can be 
defined” (Foucault, 1972, cited in Howarth, 2002 p.120). “It is produced by the 
difference between what one could say correctly (under the rules of grammar and logic) 
and what is actually said” (Foucault, 1972 cited in Howarth, 2002 p.120). Following this 
line of argument, Hajer (2003) posits:  
Foucault's theory of discourse shows that the reference to institutional 
backgrounds or vested interests is an unsatisfactory circular explanation because 
institutions are only powerful in so far as they are constituted as authorities vis-
a-vis other actors through discourse. Similarly, interests cannot be taken as given 
apriori but are constituted through discourse. The point here is that interests 
have to be constantly reproduced and will change over time, for instance, 
through what Foucault described as the play of discontinuities between 
discourses. (p.50) 
Unpacking the discursive structure of discourse and its rationality is likely to 
reveal the democratic quality of the debates underpinning the idea (Hajer & Versteeg, 
2005). Application of discourse analysis therefore problematised the processes by which 
and through which policy problems and even policy arenas are constructed (Feindt & 
Oels, 2005). “A discourse analysis of policy making shows how environmental problems 
and a related set of subjects and objects are discursively produced and rendered 
governable” (Feindt & Oels, 2005, p. 163). In analysing the discursive formation, 
Howarth (2002) pointed out the four elements which are necessary for analysing 
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discursive formation; they are objects about which a statement is produced, the place 
where a statement is uttered, the concept involved, relevant themes, and position. Based 
on this, the basic assumptions underpinning discourse have to be carefully observed, as 
do the position and context of its emergence. The four elements are necessary for 
discourse analysis. Of particular interest is the social context in which discourse 
emerges and the discursive acts and actors’ positions, including power and knowledge, 
which form the discourse (Hajer, 2003a). In addition, the actors’ positions towards the 
framing of environmental problems and the issues of representation and the social and 
cognitive processes through which discourse emerges need to be considered (Hajer, 
2003b). 
           What is central to discourse analysis is ways in which certain problems are 
represented, how differences are played out, and how social coalitions on specific 
meanings sometimes emerge. Hajer (2003) further notes that “discourse analysis 
investigates… how particular framing of an issue makes certain elements appear as 
fixed or appropriate while other elements appear problematic” (Hajer, 2003a, p. 54). 
This implies that while particular framing gains dominance and others are deceived 
or lose ground. In analysing representations of discourse, Hajer (2003) draws 
attention to the following processes: discourse structurisation (actors construct 
discourse and aim to persuade others by their position and power to interpret 
discourse in the same way); institutionalisation (the process by which discourse turns 
to practices and institutions); and coalition (storylines and practices to influence the 
views of other actors).  
           In particular, Hajer (2003) defines discourse-coalitions “as the ensemble of (1) 
key story-lines” and; (2) the actors who utter these story-lines; and (3) the practices 
in which this discursive activity is based” (Hajer, 2003a, p. 64). Storylines are 
described as “the medium through which actors try to impose their view of reality on 
others, suggest certain social positions and practices, and criticize alternative social 
arrangements” (Hajer, 1993, p. 47). Therefore, in order to understand how some 
discourses gain dominance, it reveals the power of storylines legitimating or 
discrediting certain discourses. Hajer (2003) explicitly states that storylines are made 
from narratives which are uttered to convince other social actors and to gain 
influence. Drawing from Hajer’s discourse coaltion approach, the three characters are 
unpacked and explained. 
             In summary, discourse analysis is used in this thesis to unpack the following: 
(1) the key storylines that underpin Sesan water resources development and 
management and the positions of actors; (2) the discursive framing of Sesan 
transboundary impacts and the means of addressing them; and (3) strategies used by 
Page | 59 
 
the key Sesan water players to maintain the power of the storylines The use of a 
discourse analysis approach in this thesis allows an analysis of the social framing of 
Sesan water governance in a way that demonstrates the power of discourse in 
shaping the practices of water resources management and water governance. 
 
4.5 The power cube concept: John Gaventa 
 
The research uses John Gaventa’s notion of power cube (Figure 3) and space of 
participation to unpack the space of engagement by the Sesan stakeholders. John 
Gaventa from the Institute of Development Studies (University of Sussex) illustrates 
the space of participation by categorising it into three forms. He stated: 
spaces are seen as opportunities, moments and channels where citizens can act to 
potentially affect policies, discourses, decisions and relationships that affect their 
lives and interests. (Gaventa, 2006b, p. 26) 
A debate on the space of engagement or space of participation encompasses how it 
emerges, what the forms of engagement are and in whose interest it is to engage. The 
space of engagement is created by the interaction between the form of power and place 
(such as local, national and global). Based on that interaction, the three forms of space of 
participation are identified as ‘closed-space’, ‘invited-space’ and ‘claimed-space’. Closed- 
space means a space at which decisions are made behind closed doors with little 
engagement from civil society. In the context of Sesan hydropower development, 
decisions on Sesan dams are made without inclusion of the dam-affected people and their 
concerns about livelihood struggles. Invited-space refers to a space at which 
beneficiaries, affected people, and other stakeholders are invited to participate in 
consultation(s). Claimed-space is the space that is claimed by less powerful actors and 
ensures the full participation of their engagement and their concerns. The power cube is 
presented below.  
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Figure 3. John Gaventa’s concept of power analysis. Axis X represents the type of 
power, axis Y represents scale and axis Z is the three types of space: claimed, invited, 
and closed. (Source: Gaventa (2006) 
Gaventa’s concept of space of engagement is used to illustrate the space of participation 
in Sesan hydropower development and forms part of the analysis in this thesis. It 
reveals what is happening in the space and to what extent the space of participation can 
be expanded for the participation of the dam-affected people. Gaventa’s concept of space 
of engagement contextualises Sesan hydropower development and the grassroots 
movements for justice. Chapter 8 articulates how each space (closed-space, invited-space 
and claimed-space) is formed and what actions are undertaken. 
 
4.6 Study area 
 
The study area encompassed communities who live along the Sesan River in Ratanakiri 
and Strung Treng provinces in Cambodia (Figure 3).  The Sesan River is an 
international river which rises in Vietnam and flows through Cambodia. On the 
Cambodian side, there are 66 villages in 16 communes located along the Sesan River, 
with approximately 28,951 people (SWECO & Groner, 2006) spread in the four districts 
of  Vuensai, Ta Veng, Andong Meas and Ou Ya Dav (Figure 4). These districts are 
central to the ethnographic study of this thesis which focuses on downstream riverside 
communities and their livelihood changes due to the construction of dams upstream. Ou 
Ya Dav is closest to the border of Vietnam where dam impacts are felt strongly 
compared to other villages downstream in Vuensai, Andong Meas and Taveng. Vuensai 
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is the district closer to Ban Lung Ratanakiri which was the farthest downstream area in 
the fieldwork. The interviews for the current study took place in the following villages: 
Ban Fang, Ban Tiem, Vuensai in Vuensai district; Taveng krom and Taveng Leu in 
Taveng district, Vinlang in Malik commune and Krachut in Gnang commune in 
Andong Meas district and Phum Phi in Ou Ya Dav district. There, the indigenous 
communities comprise of Brao, Lao, Jarai, Krachok, Kravet, Kreung, Lun and Tampuan.  
 There are a total of six dams on the Sesan River. These are Yali Falls Dam, 
Pleikrong Dam, Sesan 3, Sesan 3A, Sesan 4 and Sesan 4a. The dams are located in Sesan 
river basin in Vietnam. The planned Lower Sesan 2 will be the first dam on Sesan River 
which is in Cambodian territory. The dam will be located approximately 8 km upstream 
of Pluk village in the Sesan district of Stung Treng province.  
 
Figure 4. Map of Ratanakiri province and the four districts where research was 
undertaken. (Vuensai, Taveaeng, Andong Meas and Ou Ya Dav.) (Source: 
www.canbypublications.com, accessed 5 April 2010) 
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Figure 5. Photo taken from the river crossing between Vuensai and Phum Jeon village. 
 
Figure 6. Photo taken from Phum Pi village near the border of Cambodia and Vietnam 
in Ou Ya Dav district. 
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Figure 7. Photo taken from Vinlang village in Andong Mea district. 
 
Figure 8. Photo taken from Taveng krom village, in Taveng district. 
Stung Treng   
This area is focussed upon only because of the Lower Sesan 2 project. This will be the 
first dam to be built on the Cambodian reach of the Sesan River. The focus is on the 
villages in Sesan district only. Pluk village is where the river residents participated in 
the activities of the Culture, Environment, and Protection Agency NGO or CEPA.  
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Figure 9. Photo taken from Pluk village, Sesan district, Strung Treng province; the 
village will be flooded if Lower Sesan 2 is operated. 
 
Figure 10. Map of Ratanakiri and Stung Treng province. (Source: SWECO & Groner, 
2006) 
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Chapter 5: Sesan geography, people, livelihood and water 
resources development  
 
As I crossed the Sesan River on my way to visit the Kavet, I heard locals talk about how the 
Sesan River was changing in ways that were previously unknown. The people were largely 
unaware of the dam-building upriver, but they had no doubt that something significant 
was happening (Baird, 2008, p. 66) 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
The discussion in this chapter is fivefold: following this introduction, section 5.2 
explains the hydrological and ecological significance of the basin, its people and the 
river-based livelihood of the riverbank communities. In section 5.3, attention is drawn 
to how Sesan geography and river resources are framed by various social actors such as 
the riverside communities, NGOs workers, development bank agents, state agencies in 
Cambodia and Vietnam and the river basin commission. The way in which actors frame 
the Sesan includes social and political processes such as regional cooperation that are 
justified as serving the economic growth of various countries (namely, the Cambodia-
Lao-Vietnam Economic Development Corridors Initiative), bilateral agreements which 
foster cooperation between Cambodia and Vietnam and other factors influencing the 
dynamics of water use in the basin and water resources development. Central to this 
component is the discourse of hydropower development illuminating the Sesan and its 
narratives. There is a focus on how the Sesan is regarded as a hotspot for investments, 
or the way it is envisaged by development bank agents, serving the economy of 
upstream Vietnam and how the region on the Sesan is regarded as a platform for 
transboundary planning. In this context, Lefebvre’s concept of ‘lived-conceived-
perceived’ space (Lefebvre, 1991) is used to explain the framing.   
Section 5.4 articulates a number of projects that document the impacts of dams 
on the Sesan such as NGO initiatives on dam impact assessment. Section 5.5 explains 
environmental transformation and changes in the river basin due to hydropower and 
wider transnational investments and resource commodification that have played 
important roles in changing the Sesan watershed and the river landscape. At the 
watershed scale, the explanation includes the processes of environmental transformation 
which have taken place in the Sesan catchment (particularly in Ratanakiri and Stung 
Treng provinces), such as deforestation and the expansion of mining projects and 
rubber plantations and impacts on indigenous communities living in the basin. Such 
factors, individually and combined, are responsible for the severity and intensity of 
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transboundary environmental impacts felt by the affected river-dependent communities. 
In this sense, local watershed degradation contributes to the severity and intensity of 
transboundary impacts felt by the riverside communities. Central to this chapter is the 
context of the vulnerability of indigenous people living in the Sesan catchment (with a 
focus on Ratanakiri and Stung Treng provinces) and the relationship between the 
livelihood changes and social changes which are being driven by intensive development.  
Lastly, concepts from political ecology are used to discuss the Sesan hydropower 
developments. The main argument is that the Sesan waterscape is fixed and re-fixed 
through hydropower development projects according to the positionality of the actors 
involved, their political agendas and national and regional scales.  
 
5.2 The Sesan river basin: geography, people and livelihood 
 
The Sesan River originates in the Central Highland of Vietnam (in Gia Lai and Kon 
Tum provinces). The region is the fast growing hub of industrialisation in Vietnam; 
hydropower dams are built to supply energy for the region. The Sesan River enters 
northeast Cambodia through Ratanakiri province and meets the Mekong River in Stung 
Treng province.  
The river is the major tributary of the Mekong. The Sesan Basin has a drainage 
area of 17,100 sq.km, including 11,000 sq.km. in Viet Nam and 6,100 sq.km in Cambodia 
(ADB, 1995 cited in Fisheries Office and NTFP, 2000 p.5). The length of the river is 
about 462 km, with 210 km in Vietnam. The Vietnam section of the river is heavily 
dammed. The specific runoff from different parts of the Upper Se San River Basin varies 
from around 40 l/s per km2 in the upper western part of the basin to 30-35 l/s per km2 
in the lower parts” (SWECO & Groner, 2006, p.21). On the border of Cambodia the 
average flow is about 380 m3/s. 
The Se San and Sre Pok Rivers contribute 10.4 percent of the flow of the 
Mekong River at Stung Treng town (Halcrow, 1999; TERRA, 1999a cited in Fisheries 
Office and NTFP, 2000), and the Se San, Sre Pok and Se Kong Rivers provide 16.7 
percent of the Mekong River flow at the provincial capital of Kratie, which is situated 
downstream from Stung Treng town (TERRA, 1999b cited in Fisheries Office and 
NTFP, 2000). According to ADB (2006), the Sesan, Sre Pok, and Sekong river basins 
have an area of approximately 78,650 km2, covering parts of Cambodia (33% of total 
basin area), Lao PDR (29%), and Viet Nam (38%). The combined discharge of the three 
rivers, contributes an amount of 17% of the annual discharge of the Mekong. The ADB 
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estimated that by 2015 the dams on the three rivers will trap up to 37% of sediments 
and thus reduce sediments that will pass through the Mekong River.  
The connection between the Mekong and the Sesan and Sekong rivers in Stung 
Treng is recognised as an important spawning habitat for fisheries and it is part of the 
migration route between the Mekong mainstream, Tonle Sap and the Sesan/Sekong 
and Srepok Rivers or the “Lower Mekong migration system” (Poulsen, Poeu, Viravong, 
Suntornratana, & Tung, 2001). Based on the community-led research on fisheries 
inventory and monitoring that took place in 1995, over 120 species of fish were 
identified in the Sesan. “Although over 120 fish species have been confirmed to inhabit 
the Sesan River in Ratanakiri, it seems likely that between 200-300 species are in fact 
present” (Baird, 1995, p. 7). 
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Figure 11. Map of Sesan, Sekong and Srepok Rivers, and the main districts along the 
Sesan River (Vuensai, Ta Vaeng, Andong Meas, and Ou Ya Dav), within Ratanakiri 
Province, Cambodia, where fieldwork was conducted. (Source: GIS-based mapping by 
the author) 
The Sesan River has hydrological, ecological, social and economic significance. 
The river is the main source of drinking water for riverside communities and is also 
used for watering riverbank gardens and feeding livestock, as well as for transportation. 
The river supports the livelihood of the river-dependent communities living both in 
Vietnam and Cambodia and provides food for livelihood and income generation. The 
subsistence economy of the river is normally based on rain-fed rice cultivation and 
fishing; these are main source of income generation. The river-based livelihood of the 
Sesan people includes riverside agriculture such as rice farming, fishing and collecting 
aquatic animals and gold panning (only in Andong Meas and Ou Ya Dav). Gold 
panning is practised in Andong Meas and Ou Ya Dav districts during the dry season 
and becomes a complementary source of income. The water from the river is also used 
for feeding livestock. Other livelihood strategies include collecting non-timber forest 
products, raising livestock such as chickens and pigs, and working in cashew nut and 
rubber plantations.  
Agricultural activities are mainly based on swidden agriculture systems 
(‘chamkars’ in Khmer) comprising upland rice mixed with a variety of other root, herb 
and food crops. Rice paddies are usually located away from the river. The plantations 
along the river rely on the river flow. Water is fetched to feed livestock and for 
watering the river garden which is in the backyard area. Orchards (such as papaya, 
pomelo, jackfruit, coconuts and tamarind) and riverbank gardens are normally spread 
along the riverbank and the river backyard. These are the main sources of income, 
together with other riverbank agriculture such as cassava, corn, cashew nuts, malva 
nuts and potatoes. Spring onions, onions, Chinese chives, coriander and green 
vegetables are normally found in the riverbank gardens in the backyards, within 
approximately 20 metres of the house. Because of uncertainties resulting from river flow 
fluctuations and irregular flooding of the river, some of the riverbank agriculture has 
been abandoned and the river bank gardens are maintained for household consumption 
purposes only. Damage to riverbank gardens caused by hydrological changes in the 
Sesan River is one of the contributing factors that has led to the abandonment of 
villages (3SPN, 2007a). 
Apart from river-based livelihood, collecting non-timber forest products (such as 
bamboo, wood resin, rattan and insects), swidden agriculture and raising livestock are 
also the key livelihood activities. Swidden agriculture and the collection of NTFP are 
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normally undertaken further from the river, for example in Virachey National Park. 
Swidden agriculture in Ratanakiri province means the following activities: clearing 
vegetation at the beginning of the dry season; burning it three-weeks or a month later; 
and waiting until the early rainy season to grow crops. This kind of chamkars is 
normally far from the river at a distance of 2-10 kilometres. Collecting NTFP such as 
bamboo, mushrooms, resin, bamboo shoots and rattan is part of the Sesan communities’ 
livelihood strategies as well as hunting in the forests. They contribute additional 
sources of food and income.  
 
Table 1. Diversified livelihood strategy of the riverside communities. Gold panning is 
only found in Andong Meas and Ou Ya Dav. Normally the dry months cover December 
to late June, while July to November are considered wet months (Source: Author’s 
compilation during fieldwork) 
 
Activity/M Jan Feb Mar April May June Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 
Rice 
farming 
(chamkars) 
    x x x x x x x x 
Fishing-
high 
season 
x x x x         
Vegetable 
gardening 
x x x      x x x x 
Gold 
panning 
 x x x         
Collecting 
NTFP 
 
x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 
 
The sketch of a household setting is presented below:  
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Figure 12. A household setting in Vinlang village, Andong Meas district. (Source: 
sketched by author during fieldwork) 
 
Table 2. Number of people who live along the Sesan River in Cambodia. (Source: 
adapted from 3SPN organisation plan year 2010)  
List of Villages along the Sesan River Total 
Ou Ya Dav district 
 
- Sesan Commune (Phi village, Katang, Padorl) 
1267 
Andong Meas district 
 
- Gnang Commune (Tang Mang village, Bor Kham, Daleng, Tangkate 
and Kachut) 
- Malei commune (Vinlang and O Kop) 
- Talao commune (Ta Narng, Kak, Ka Nat, Ta Lao and Ein) 
 
2253 
Ta Vaeng district 
 
- Ta veng leu commune (Chan, Joi, Ta Bork, Pleur Tom, Kiek Kougn, 
Rearng Vign, Soign, Pleu Toch and Ta veng village) 
- Ta veng krom commune (Vieng Chan, Pao, Tumpuonreung, 
Timpuonreun, Kok Pong, Seng Sai, Pha Yang Leu, Kick Koung Kroum, 
Pha Yang Krom and Ta Gnach village) 
5850 
Vuensai district 
 
- Koh Pong Commune (Kok Pong, Koh Teung, Lum Oat) 
14144 
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- Koh Peak Commune (Phak Nam, Koh Peak, Khoun village) 
- Koh Chon Commune (Ka Chon Leu, Ka Chon Kroum, Team Leu, Ka 
Leaurn village) 
- Borng commune (Borng, Ban fang village) 
- Kuk Lak commune (La Mei village) 
- Vuensai commune (Thamai, Vuensai, Bak ke, Chein, Ka Lan Jai village) 
- Phnom Kok commune (Phnom Kok Lao, Phnom Kok Prao, Team Kroun 
village) 
- Pak Ka Lach commune (Pak Ka Lach, Kam Bong Cham village) 
- Hat Pok Commune (Hat Pok, Vuen Hoi, Lam Pat village) 
TOTAL 23,514 
 
Historically, the environmental, social, cultural and spiritual values of the river 
are intertwined to form the culture of the Sesan riverside communities. The relationship 
between the communities and their river is an intimate one and the concept of 
‘topophilia’ (Tuan, 1974) can be invoked to illustrate this intimacy. In order to explain 
the relationship of the Sesan people and the river, the topophilia perspective is used. It 
highlights the special connection or relationship between people, place and the physical 
environment. Topophilia, “… can be defined broadly to include all of the human being’s 
affective ties with the material environment. These differ greatly in intensity, subtlety, 
and mode of expression” (Tuan, 1974, p. 93). 
 
The concept connotes love of place and biological attachment to place (such as a 
city). In the context of the Sesan, the concept is applied to the especially deep 
attachment of the riverside communities to the river and the codified knowledge around 
the use of river resources (such as for medicinal and food purposes) and fishing methods 
and techniques, which has been transferred between generations and is bound to the 
values of the people. These values constitute the identity of the river communities of the 
Sesan.  
The topophilia perspective may be discerned from several characteristics and 
elements of the communities’ ties to the Sesan River. These include the following 
environmental-social-economic perspectives of the river as well as historical and 
cultural ties of the riverside people to the Sesan: 
 The Sesan river is a main area of settlement;  
 The Sesan is the source of drinking water, and bathing water and livelihood such 
as river bank agriculture and river bank garden;  
 the Sesan’s resources and the Sesan’s watershed, such as non-timber forest 
products, are part of livelihood’s strategies;  
 The way in which houses are built near the river and the layout of riverbank 
agriculture with gardens forming the backyard; 
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 The cultural and spiritual perspectives of the Sesan: the boat racing festivals and 
rituals associated with the river for the well-being for the communities (such as 
rituals before fishing activities begin); 
 Local ecological knowledge is grounded in the way the river is known, 
understood and used: fisheries habitat, fish migration, fishing and the use of 
fishing gear, natural plants and remedies, the flood season and river changes. 
 
Currently, there are approximately 4,793 families who depend on the river for 
their livelihood living in 66 villages in 16 communes by the Se San River, spread from 
the national border down to its confluence with the Srepok River. Of the total number 
of villages in the districts, in Andong Meas 11 out of totally 21 villages are located by 
the river. Of the 20 villages in Ta Vaeng 19 lie by the river, as do 27 villages out of 34 
in Veun Sai. In the Stung Treng Province district of Se San, all the two, respectively 
four villages in the communes of Srae Kor and Ta Lat lie by the river. In the upstream 
Ou Ya Dav District only one commune, Se San, with all its three villages is located by 
the Se San River” (SWECO & Groner, 2006, p. 23). 
 
 
Figure 13. Population density Ratanakiri and Stung Treng fits into the category of 0-20 
persons per sq.km. Source: Social Atlas of the Lower Mekong Basin (Hook, Novak, & 
Johnston, 2003) 
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5.3 Imagining the Sesan: diverse perspectives 
 
The Sesan is imagined by diverse social actors and conceptualised by people who live 
within its boundaries and others who share an interest in the Sesan Basin. The river 
basin is framed by different social actors (development agents, planners, and 
governments) as a strategic hotspot for water resources development to feed growing 
regional cooperation; it is a transboundary space for regional strength and economic 
cooperation; and it is a platform for implementing water resources planning. The way in 
which Sesan key water players frame the Sesan geographical scale and imagine the 
Sesan in their initiatives and the related development discourses reflects the actors’ 
visions and political ideologies. This section highlights how the Sesan is imagined by 
different development actors through their economically related-initiatives in the Sesan 
river basin, and who benefit from particular framings. 
The section unpacks the actors’ imagination of the Sesan by using the unfolding 
perspectives of place as a perceived-conceived-lived triad, according to Lefebvre (1991). 
His particular interest lies in revealing meaning across spaces, struggles over spaces 
and cultural meanings. The Sesan is both: (a) a lived-space or a space for inhabitants 
such as ethnic minorities whose livelihoods are bound to the river to form and practise 
their culture and identity; and (b) is a perceived-space-where Sesan water resources are 
seen as a transnational space for resources exploitation and transboundary investments 
such as the embedded vision of the World Bank Water Resources Assistance Strategy 
and the ADB Greater Mekong Sub-region initiative. The Sesan river basin is central to 
economic development and initiatives for poverty alleviation in Cambodia and Vietnam, 
as well as the Mekong region. Central to the Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS) 
initiatives and other sub-regional projects targeting economic development and regional 
power security is Sesan hydropower development. Also, the Sesan has a vital role in 
transnational investments which are central to Cambodia and Vietnam economic 
cooperation. Finally, the Sesan is also a ‘conceived-space’ where planners, policy makers 
and scientists engage and interact in projects such as water resources planning.  
The Sesan as a ‘lived-space’  
The lives of people who live along the Sesan River have always been connected and are 
intimately intertwined with the river and its resources. The river forms the landscape or 
territory through which the sense of being Sesan people is created. The Sesan is a lived-
space as portrayed through the semi-subsistent livelihoods of its inhabitants. The river 
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for them is for livelihoods, not for energy markets. The river is the main settlement 
area; the river and its watershed provides tremendous resources for food security and 
livelihood; the river is the source of income generation; the river is a source of drinking 
water and water consumption; the river is a means for transportation; the river is a place 
for ritual practices. The riverside communities’ sense of social being and rootedness and 
their sense of belonging are formed around the Sesan River.  
The Sesan is a ‘perceived-space’: Sesan water is transnational space serving sub-regional 
development initiatives and transnational investments 
In 1992, the Asian Development Bank or ADB formulated the Greater Mekong Sub-
region or GMS program with a key goal of enhancing a sub-regional spirit for economic 
development and to enhance trade and economic cooperation between the countries of 
China, Myanmar, Thailand, Lao PDR, Cambodia and Vietnam which share the Mekong. 
Boosting cross-border trade investment, improving road networks and infrastructure 
and increasing cross-border cooperation were the key targets; the overall goal was to 
enhance connectivity between the Mekong countries and to boost trade and 
investments. Hydropower development forms the priority sector; regional power supply 
and grid connection is part of the GMS strategy regarding energy and power sector 
development. According to the ADB Regional Cooperation Strategy (ADB beyond 
Borders Strategy) 2004-2008:  
The GMS is an integral part of the movement toward a greater Asian economic 
community. Within the span of a decade the sub-region has seen the emergence 
of a more integrated regional market, the growth of regional institutions, the 
development of a sense of shared experience and community, and an increasing 
capacity for collective action for the common good and for the common 
purposes.(ADB, 2004, p. 5) 
In 1994, the ADB sub-regional energy study was conducted. The study was part 
of the ADB’s initiative to promote economic cooperation in the Greater Mekong Sub-
region or GMS. The key intention was to promote interest among international aid 
agencies and the private sector for economic development in the GMS. The study led to 
the formation of the Electric Power Forum (EPF) in April 1995 at the Sub-regional 
Economic Cooperation meeting held in Yangon, Myanmar. According to the ADB 
(1996), the focus of the technical assistance to the GMS countries at that time was on 
exploring hydropower potential and piloting the three hydropower development 
projects: the Sesan and Sekong in Cambodia and Nam Theun in Lao PDR. The study 
highlighted the demand and potential for electricity in Cambodia in year 2020 as 4,480 
GWh and 41,000 GWh per year, respectively(ADB, 1996). Meeting energy demands 
was the main driving force for energy and power sector development where the 
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Mekong resource was seen as serving this purpose. The Bank indicated, “The scope of 
the proposed study conforms to the Bank’s strategy for the sub-regional promoting 
economic cooperation among the GMS countries” (ADB, 1996, p. 3). The plan was 
endorsed at the ministerial conference and at the EPF meetings in Myanmar which 
reflected the commitment made by the GMS countries to support the projects.  
The Phnom Penh Post reported the analysis of the planned dams proposed by the 
ADB 1994 study: the critiques say the rise of the ideology of ‘the Mekong as corridor of 
commerce’ overshadows the idea that the river and its natural resources as supporting 
the livelihoods of the people who rely on it. According to the Post: “An ADB-
commissioned 1994 Study, endorsed by each government in the region, calls for hydro-
dams as the most environmentally benign solution to projected energy demands” (20 
September, 1996). The overarching idea of the Mekong as a corridor of commerce was 
manifested within Mekong development and especially driving hydropower 
development in the Mekong region. 
In connection with the GMS initiative, the Cambodia-Lao PDR-Vietnam 
Development Triangle (CLV) has been promoted by the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB); this is an initiative at the sub-regional scale. It provides the case of a sub-region 
where bilateral projects on trade and cross-border investment, resources 
commodification and transnational investments dominate the development agenda. The 
CLV geographically covers the territory of 13 provinces, with a total population of 6.5 
million people. The CLV either borders, or is related to, the common border area of the 
three countries, namely Cambodia (Mondulkiri, Rattanakiri, Kratie and Stung Treng); 
Laos (Attapeu, Saravan, Champasak and Se Kong); and Vietnam (Dak Lak, Dak Nong, 
Gia Lai and Kon Tum, and Binh Phuoc). Promoting sustainable development, reducing 
poverty and managing and conserving natural resources are the ultimate goals of the 
CLV countries and their cooperation (Khanal & Tongsiri, 2007).  
 According to the Minutes of 6th CLV Summit, in Phnom Penh 2010, “The CLV 
Development Triangle Area (CLV DTA) is aiming at accelerating economic growth, 
poverty reduction, social and cultural progress in the areas of the triangle” 
(www.mfaic.gov.kh). Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen stated at the CLV Summit in 
Dalat in 2006 that the following four sectors are key priority for the investments: 
hydropower and energy supply, agricultural development, tourism and the road 
network. Furthermore, 
Cambodia welcomes the Vietnamese companies willing to invest in hydro-power 
stations on the Sesan River. Cambodia will provide incentives as stipulated in the 
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existing laws. To accelerate social and economic development in the triangle 
region, I would like to solicit the Vietnamese side to set low, affordable tariffs of 
electricity to facilitate Cambodian provincial authorities to purchase electricity 
from Vietnam and widely used for creating opportunities for social and economic 
development. (Prime Minister Hun Sen, on 5 December 2006 in Dalat, Vietnam) 
At the 5th Joint Coordination Meeting in Dak Lak in 2009, Electricity of Vietnam 
(EVN) signed an MOU for a feasibility study for two hydropower projects on the Sesan 
River namely Lower Sesan 1/Sesan 5 with a capacity of 90Mw on the border of the two 
countries and Lower Sesan 2 with a capacity of 420 MW at the lower section of the 
Sesan River (www.clv-triangle.vn).   
Investment cooperation in Development Triangle has been boosted. Big 
investment projects have been being implemented in the fields of hydropower 
generation and cooperation in exploring, exploiting, processing mineral 
resources and processing high value industrial crops. (www.clv-triangle.vn)  
Table 3. Historical timeline of economic development initiatives promoted by the World 
Bank, the Asian Development Bank and the Mekong River Commission (focussing on 
Mekong and Sesan development).
Year Key events relating to water resources 
development, supported by the World Bank 
and ADB initiatives 
Implications for development in 
Ratanakiri and Strung Treng 
province and the Sesan river basin 
1992 ADB Greater Mekong Sub-region or GMS 
was established. The prime objectives were 
to promote economic development and 
connectivity in the GMS countries-China, 
Thailand, Lao PDR, Cambodia and Vietnam. 
The ADB stated:  
“The countries which formed the GMS were 
seeking regional identity…Within the span 
of a decade, the sub-region has witnessed a 
more integrated regional market, the growth 
of regional institutions, the development of a 
sense of shared experiences and community, 
and a growing capacity for collective action 
for one common good and the common 
purposes. ADB has played a key role in these 
developments” (ADB, 2004, p. 25) 
The projects initiated under the 
GMS initiative were relevant to the 
energy sector, tourism, road network 
and development, cross border trade 
and investments as well as human 
resources development. The main 
initiatives were, for example, the 
Economic Corridor- the road 
network connecting Vietnam and 
Cambodia and hydropower 
developments such as Sesan 3 Dam.  
1993 The ADB approved TA no.5535-REG titled, 
“Promoting Sub-regional Cooperation 
Among Cambodia, the Lao PDR, Myanmar, 
Thailand, Vietnam and Yunnan Province”, in 
an amount of 4,000,000 USD  
Energy integration between the 
countries in the GMS was seen as a 
priority. 
1994 The ADB Sub-regional Power Study was 
conducted. The study recommended three 
hydropower development projects on the 
The Sesan, Sekong and Srepok 
became a hotspot for hydropower 
developments as identified in the 
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Sekong, Sesan and Nam Theun rivers as pilot 
projects to ensure the demands for electricity 
in Cambodia and Lao PDR could be met.   
Power Study. 
1995 The Mekong River Commission was 
established. The Commission was the 
transformation of the Mekong Committee 
during the cold war period. The 1995 
Agreement to promote sustainable 
development of the Mekong river basin was 
signed by the four MRC member countries: 
Thailand, Lao PDR, Cambodia and Vietnam. 
The agreement also reflected the importance 
of rules, procedures on water use and 
development, protection of environment, as 
well as the promotion of development-related 
sectors such as navigation and fisheries in the 
Mekong. An integrated approach to 
development and planning was emphasised. 
MRC is the regional river basin 
organisation mandated by the 
national governments of the four 
member countries to facilitate the 
cooperation of the four member 
countries. Later, IWRM was adopted 
as a key principle to guide 
transboundary planning in the 
Mekong. The Sesan is the 
transboundary sub-basin where 
stakeholders are engaged in the 
IWRM-led planning process.  
1996 The ADB formulated technical assistance 
titled “Sekong-Sesan and Nam Theun River 
Basins Hydropower Development Study”-
The goal was to promote economic 
development in the region and initiate cross-
border power integration between Cambodia 
and Lao, Cambodia and Vietnam and Lao 
PDR (ADB, 1996).  
Cross border power integration was 
top on the ADB’s agenda for 
promoting regionalisation. As a 
result, Cambodia, Lao PDR, Vietnam 
and Thailand Power Trade 
Agreements were developed. The 
Sesan was seen as a hotspot for dam 
investments to fulfil the power trade 
agreement.  
1998 The Vietnamese government prepared a 
Master Plan for Hydropower Development 
on the Sesan River. SWECO International 
and Statkraft Engineering assisted ADB in 
reviewing the EIA (ADB, 1999b, p. 2) 
 
 
1999 
 
William Halcrow was commissioned for a 
hydropower study on the Sesan and Sekong 
River, according to ADB TA no. 5697-REG.  
The report initially indicated the 
sociological issues and environmental 
issues such as “possible change from 
shifting cultivation to more 
sedentary forms of cultivation and 
the relocation of vulnerable ethnic 
minorities which will require special 
help and institutional support in the 
form of technical extension and food 
security in the short term” (ADB, 
1999a, p. 12-13). 
1999 ADB Technical Assistance titled “Sesan 3 
Hydropower Project” was formulated to 
support the Vietnamese’s initiative.  
 
The construction of Sesan 3A began in April 
2003 
The objective of the TA was to verify 
that Se San 3 was the least-cost 
development alternative. Building on 
lessons learned from past 
hydropower development in Viet 
Nam and the region, best practices 
were to be incorporated into all 
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aspects of project design, to serve as 
a precedent for future hydropower 
development in Viet Nam (ADB, 
1999b). 
 
2000 The World Bank developed a country water 
resources assistance strategy for Cambodia. 
Governance, greater access to infrastructure 
and partnership were key priority areas for 
the Strategy. The key areas were seen as 
necessary to build foundations towards 
sustainable development and poverty 
alleviation in Cambodia.  
 
The strategy mentioned the issue of 
relocation and displacement of ethnic 
minorities living along the Sesan 
River in Ratanakiri due to extensive 
hydropower that needs to be taken 
into account and the issue of land 
encroachment after the relocation. 
2002 Sesan 3 began in June 2002 (Wyatt & Baird, 
2007).  
The Cambodia-Lao-Vietnam Development 
Triangle (CLV) Initiative was formulated; 
based on an agreement made by the three 
Prime Ministers at a meeting in January 
2002. 
The CLV initiative was born under 
the GMS which aimed to promote 
economic development and 
connectivity in the three countries of 
Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam. 
Sesan hydropower development was 
boosted to serve energy 
securitisation of the three countries. 
 
2004 ADB GMS Beyond Borders Strategy was 
developed for the period of 2004-2008: the 
strategy sets out direction for cross-border 
power integration.   
 
2004 Third CLV Summit was organised in Siem 
Riep on 21 July 2004. Prime Minister Hun 
Sen announced the key area of cooperation 
such as tourism development, trade, and 
energy. Ratanakiri and Stung Treng were 
identified as the priority for investment for 
electricity generation.  
 
Statement made by Hun Sen on 21 
July 2004 indicated the strong need 
to promote electric power generation 
in the triangle by enabling a 
development-oriented and friendly 
structure of power charges for the 
entire triangle area, with the levels 
consistent across Cambodia, Lao 
PDR and Viet Nam.  
2006  Prime Ministers’ Summit Meetings (of 
Cambodia, Lao and Vietnam) was organised 
in Dalat Vietnam on 5 December 2006. The 
summit highlighted cooperation between the 
three countries on trade and investment 
across border, power sector and road 
network alongside with human resources 
development.  
Prime Minister Hun Sen welcomed 
the Vietnamese investment on Sesan 
hydropower (www.cnv.org.kh): 
I would like to solicit the Vietnamese 
side to set low, affordable tariffs of 
electricity to facilitate Cambodian 
provincial authorities to purchase 
electricity from Vietnam and widely 
use for creating opportunities for 
social and economic development- 
Prime Minister Hun Sen (2006). 
(www.cnv.org.kh) 
2006 The World Bank Water Resources 
Assistance Strategy was developed, in 
According to the strategy, heavy 
infrastructure such as hydropower 
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cooperation with ADB and Mekong River 
Commission (MRC).  The 3S river basins 
were seen a strategic hotspot for hydropower 
investment. 
ADB TA titled “Sesan, Sre Pok and Sekong 
River Basins Development Study in Kingdom 
of Cambodia, Lao People's Democratic 
Republic, and Socialist Republic of Viet Nam” 
was developed. 
The justification of the TA was to tackle the 
fast pace of development in the 3S. 
Cumulative impacts of development projects 
are of concern. Integrated management of all 
development sectors is promoted such as one 
reflected in the concept of IWRM (ADB, 
2006 p. 2).  
 
development was promoted in the 3S 
i.e. dams on the Sesan and Srepok 
rivers.  
The TA highlighted the need to 
tackle environmental problems 
emerging in the Sesan as caused by 
uncoordinated development of 
sector-based approach. It also 
emphasised the need to implement 
the IWRM concept as a tool to 
facilitate transboundary cooperation.  
 
The TA would contribute to 
sustainable management of the 
natural resources in the Sesan, Sre 
Pok and Sekong river basins, and 
thus provide the basis for economic 
growth and poverty 
reduction in these remote areas 
(ADB, 2006, p. 4). 
 
“Given the importance of the 3Ss 
basins and the pressures for increased 
economic development, new 
arrangements are required to enable 
improved transboundary consultation 
and cooperation among Cambodia, 
Lao PDR, and Viet Nam for effective 
management of the basins, including 
involving stakeholders in a 
transparent consultation process” 
(ADB, 2006, p.3 ). 
2008 The 5th CLV Summit was organised in 
Vientiane on 26 November 2008. The Master 
Plan for the Development Triangle Area was 
announced and agreed at the meeting.  
“The CLV cooperation is a synergy for other 
sub-regional frameworks, which were created 
to facilitate integration and reduce 
development gap, such as the Greater 
Mekong Sub-region (GMS), the ASEAN 
Mekong Basin Development Cooperation 
(AMBDC), the Initiative for ASEAN 
Integration (IAI), Irrawady-Chao Phraya-
Mekong Economic Cooperation (ACMECS), 
CLMV Cooperation, the Mekong River 
Commission (MRC), the East-West Corridor, 
the Mekong-Ganga Cooperation (MGC) etc.” 
Speech of Prime Minister Hun Sen at the 
Summit (www.cnv.org.kh).  
The statement from the Summit 
indicated the need to ensure 
sustainable development in the CLV 
region and to promote the application 
of EIA in the projects taking place in 
the CLV.  
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2009 Prime Minister Hun Sen gave a speech at the 
opening of Road no.78 in Ratanakiri province 
which connected to Vietnam on 8 March 
2010. It  highlighted development in 
Ratanakiri and Stung Treng province and the 
significance of this road network to economic 
growth and cross-border trade between 
Cambodia and Vietnam and the region 
(www.cnv.org.kh) 
Road no. 78 runs through Andong 
Meas and heads towards Vietnam. 
This road plays an important role in 
facilitating Cambodian labour to 
work in rubber plantation on the 
Vietnam side in order to gain extra 
income during the off-season for rice 
cultivation.  
2010 MRC Summit was organised in Hua Hin, 
Thailand during 3-7 April 2010. Prime 
Minister Hun Sen encouraged the MRC to 
act proactively and continue to enhance the 
best practice of water resources management 
to achieve sustainable development of the 
Mekong region. The vision of Mekong as 
international river for peace, stability, 
friendship, solidarity and sustainable socio-
economic development was highlighted.  
“More importantly, all Mekong River 
Commission member states should meet and 
discuss about opportunities and challenges 
for joint development. In this spirit, I would 
like to highly appreciate the works that have 
been done by the Mekong River Commission 
to continue to share best practices and 
experiences as well as strengthening good 
governance in the areas of water and other 
resources management” Prime Minister Hun 
Sen (2010). 
The Prime Minister of Vietnam indicated in 
his statement support for the importance of 
IWRM-based water resources development 
strategy and its implementation for achieving 
sustainable development of the Mekong river 
basin and reaffirmed the commitment of 
Vietnam in the MRC cooperation.  
 
 
2012 MRC launched the IWRM-based basin 
development strategy for the Lower Mekong 
Basin (LMB).  
The strategy reaffirmed the benefits 
of IWRM in guiding transboundary 
resources planning in the LMB. 
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Figure 14. Hydropower development in the Sesan (and Sekong and Srepok) and the dam 
capacity. (Source: ADB’s presentation at IWRM Meeting in Ban Me Thout, Vietnam) 
 
Table 4. Hydropower development on the Sesan River. (Source: adapted from ADB’s 
presentation at IWRM Meeting in Ban Me Thout, Vietnam) 
Operating 
(Cumulated Install 
Capacity, MW) 
Under construction 
(MW) 
Design stage 
(MW) 
Master Plan (MW) 
1224 1804 2224 2622 
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According to the status at the time of writing (2013), there are six dams are in 
operation on the Sesan River; they are Pleikrong, Yali Falls, Sesan 3, Sesan 3a, Sesan 4 
and Sesan 4a. On the Srepok river, Lower Srepok 3 is under testing while Srepok 3 and 
4 are at the feasibility study stage. Buon Kuop and Dray Hlinh are in operation.  
As part of the dam plan and decision making process, environmental and social 
impact assessment (EIA) were undertaken. The common problems in the case of EIA 
preparation and reporting for the dams on the Sesan river are that the EIA only covers 
the project area such as households that need to be resettled. The EIA ignores other 
project affected people such as the villagers who have to be resettled and others who 
lose access to fisheries and other resource depletion. In addition, the EIA is not shared 
to the public domain. In the case that EIA is shared or the copy is distributed to 
concerned NGOs for comments, the public consultation in order to gain comments from 
the people affected by the dam is not organized. Other issues are as follows.  
Exhibit 2: Sesan EIA, weakness and impediments 
The Environmental Study of Sesan impact (hereafter referred to as Sesan EIA) was prepared by the 
SWECO and Groner in association with Norwegian Institution of Water Reserch, Env-Dev and ENS 
Consultant between November 2005 to December 2006. The goal is to study environmental impacts of 
the Sesan cascades in Cambodian side and define mitigation measures. At that time, the only dam in 
operation was the Yali Falls dam while others such as Pleikrong, Sesan 3, 3a, 4 and 4a are under 
construction. Once the Sesan 4 dam began operation, the result was factored into the final EIA report 
released in December 2006. Sesan 4a is the regulating dam, which began operation in 2007.  
The EIA indicated a number of impacts such as low oxygen water released from the dams. The low 
oxygen condition will create algal blooms where water becomes toxic. It has been reported that riverine 
fishery is reduced significantly since the Yali Falls dam has been operating. In addition, the dam 
operation causes river flow surges which damage river banks and agriculture along these banks. With 
four more dams on the Sesan River, the situation of environmental changes will be worse, which makes 
the livelihoods of the poor worse. The EIA did not take into account economic loss due to 
environmental change of the river.  
Grainne Ryder of Probe International was an expert for River Coalition of Cambodia (RCC) at that time 
who was asked to lead the review of EIA among concerned NGOs, organized by the RCC. The Review 
of Sesan EIA was released in July 2007. The Sesan EIA lacks adequate consideration of environmental, 
social and economic impacts of the Sesan cascade and dams in Cambodia side such as the planned Lower 
Sesan 2. Comments from other concerned NGOs include:  
 The Sesan EIA has a lot of deficiency with regards to environmental, social and economic 
impacts caused by the Sesan cascades such as the statement on water quality depletion and algal 
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blooms which cause health problems 
 The impacts mentioned in the EIA did not include economic impacts caused by the loss of river 
bank agriculture and fisheries 
 The company ignored the public consultation prior to the submission of report to the EVN 
 
Source: SWECO and Groner (2006) and EIA Review by RCC (2007) 
This section continues to articulate how the Sesan is seen as ‘conceived-space’ 
through the economic developments and bilateral agreements made by Cambodia and 
Vietnam. Government agencies and development banks are dominating actors in 
economic development initiatives where Sesan water resources are utilized. Bilateral 
agreements between Cambodia and Vietnam targeting economic development and 
cooperation highlight the significance of Sesan resources (and natural resources 
extraction) and resources commodification in the Sesan watershed, such as rubber 
plantations in Ratanakiri province, as key investment priorities. Among the initiatives 
that evolved around the Sesan, hydropower development and mining are two important 
sectors central to the economic bilateral cooperation between Cambodia and Vietnam. 
At the CLV Prime Ministers’ Summit Meeting in Dalat, Vietnam on 5 December 2006, 
Prime Minister Hun Sen announced that the power sector was central to economic 
cooperation and development between Cambodia and Vietnam, together with trade and 
road network development. Hydropower investment from Vietnam was welcomed as 
the priority investment in Cambodia and especially so on the Sesan River. The idea of 
Sesan as ‘perceived space’is maintained by the need to enhance economic growth and 
regionalization within the CLV region. 
The outcome of the 4th Meeting on Cooperation and Development among Border 
Province held in Preah Sihanouk Ville on 28 February 2008:  
 
Both sides agreed to encourage Vietnamese companies to invest in electricity 
plants in Cambodia. In this connection, Cambodian side will facilitate Vietnamese 
companies to build two hydro-electricity plants as Sesan River, known as lower 
Sesan 1/Sesan 5 and lower Sesan 2 in Cambodia once the Vietnamese Electricity 
companies complete the feasibility studies in June 2009 and agreed by Cambodian 
side. (BBC, 2008, Vietnam News Agency)  
 
The outcome of the meeting stated that, in addition to hydropower development, the 
expansion of mining and rubber plantations were two key cooperation agenda items. 
The position that Cambodia took was to support the investments and to facilitate 
smooth investment. At the Second Investment Promotion to Cambodia Conference, held 
in Phnom Penh, 24 April 2011, the Vietnamese ranked Cambodia as the second 
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investment destination for Vietnamese investors. The projects decided at the meeting 
included the Lower Sesan 2 hydropower project by EVN International as the priority 
for Vietnamese investment in Cambodia. Later in 2012, the EVN withdraw from the 
project; Hydrolangcang (Chinese investor) and Royal Groups are major shareholders in 
the Lower Sesan 2 dam. The decision to build the dam was made on 26 November 2012. 
The Stung Treng provincial authority reported that the package of compensation in an 
amount of 8.28 million US dollar (USD) was set aside for residents who are affected 
(The Cambodia Daily, dated 24-25 November 2012).  
At the 11th Meeting of Vietnam Cambodia Joint Commission for Economic, 
Culture, Scientific and Technological Cooperation, December 2009, in Sihanoukville  
Cambodia, the minutes stated the meeting was conducted in an atmosphere of friendship 
and mutual understanding. Both sides emphasised that the relations of “good 
neighbourliness, traditional friendship, comprehensive cooperation, long-lasting 
stability” between Viet Nam and Cambodia are of great significance and essential to the 
socio-economic development of the two countries (www.mfaic.gov.kh).  
The two sides agreed to develop power cooperation and encouraged Vietnamese 
companies to participate in investing in hydro-power plants in Cambodia. The 
Cambodian side welcomed the establishment of the Vietnam Electricity 
International Joint Stock Company by the Vietnam Electricity Group (EVN) to 
finalize the study on the investment projects on Lower Se San 2 construction in 
Cambodian territory in accordance with the Memorandum (MOU) between the 
Ministry of Industry, Mines and Energy of Cambodia and EVN dated June 15th 
2007. The Cambodian side will facilitate the investment of the said hydropower 
plant on the Se San River and agreed to task EVNI Corporation to continue 
exploring the possibility of investing in other hydro-power projects in Se San 
River. (www.mfaic.gov.kh) 
Nguyen Tan Dung told the Phnom Penh Post during the signing of memorandum 
of understanding between Cambodia and Vietnam at the 2nd Cambodia and Vietnam 
conference on Investment Promotion held in Phnom Penh,    
I would like to encourage more Vietnamese investors to consider ventures in 
Cambodia, and I urge Vietnamese investors already here to strengthen and 
expand their capital investments to build closer economic cooperation (Phnom 
Penh Post, dated 25 April 2011).  
The priority includes mineral resources extraction, rubber plantations, 
telecommunication and banking (Phnom Penh Post, dated 25 April 2011). Amongst the 
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agreements, the Lower Sesan 2 Dam which cost 700 million USD, is the priority. 
According to the CLV initiative: 
Electricity of Vietnam (EVN) has signed an MOU on feasibility study of the two 
hydropower projects, namely Lower Se San 1/Se San 5 with a capacity of 90MW 
on the borderline of the two countries and Lower Se San 2 with a capacity of 420 
MW at the lower section of Se San River. Currently, the studies on other 
hydropower projects are going on: Lower Srepok 2 (220 MW), Lower Se San 3 
(180MW), Preak Liang 1 (64 MW), Preak Liang 2 (64 MW) and Sam Bo (in the 
mainstream of Mekong river with a capacity up to 2,000 MW). Vietnam is ready 
for power power to Cambodia, through Le Thanh Border Gate, Gia Lai Province 
to O Yadao and Bar Kaeo districts of Ratanakiri Province at the request of 
Cambodia. (www.clv-triangle.vn) 
 The construction of these two plants (with a capacity 40 MW and 400MW) is 
part of the co-operation commitment in the areas of economic, culture, science, and 
technology between the two countries’ governments. The commitments were officially 
signed in August between Vietnamese Deputy Prime Minister Pham Gia Khiem and his 
Cambodian counterpart, Hor Nam Hong, in Phnom Penh (Asia Pulse, dated 17 
September 2007).   
Among the initiatives are the Cambodia-Lao-Vietnam Development Triangle 
(CLV development triangle) and the Joint Commission on Economic, Culture, Scientific 
and Technical Cooperation between Cambodia and Vietnam; the initiatives prioritise 
cascades of dams on the Sesan on their agenda such as the Lower Sesan 2, Sesan 5 and 
Lower Sesan 3 (Minutes of the 9th Meeting of the Joint Commission, dated 21-22 
August 2007 in Phnom Penh, released by Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Cambodia).   
 
At the fourth Summit of Cambodia-Vietnam-Lao Countries on the Development 
Triangle held in Vietnam in December 2006, the priority for investment projects was 
agreed upon and included a strategic direction for investment.   
 
The Cambodia Government will provide an incentive to Vietnamese companies, 
which are willing to invest in the project. The price of electricity will be agreed 
so that it could be affordable for the Cambodian provincial authorities as well as 
profitable for Vietnamese investors. There is also an ongoing power transmission 
project, building the first high-voltage transmission line between Cambodia and 
Vietnam. (Khanal & Tongsiri, 2007) 
 
The justification for the ‘river-as-resource’ is not only provided by Vietnam.  
Cambodia’s government also places a priority on hydropower investment, especially in 
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the 3S Rivers, as strategic planning for economic development. Through the lens of 
regional geo-political imagination of the Sesan, the Sesan water resources are being 
appropriated and used to serve national and regional economic growth. Projects such as 
hydropower development have become key agenda items to serve the development of 
both countries. Victor Zona, general director for the Ministry of Industry, Mines and 
Energy, Cambodia told Phnom Phen Post, “the 13 potential dams, located mostly in the 
west and northeast of Cambodia, could produce a combined 2,000 megawatts of 
electricity” (Phnom Penh Post, dated 7 September 2009). The Ministry of Water 
Resources and Meteorology’s National Water Resources Policy indicated that there are 
10,000 megawatts of hydropower potential; 50 percent from main rivers, 40 percent 
from tributaries and 10 percent from coastal areas (Phnom Penh Post, dated 7 September, 
2009). The justification for growing hydropower development to serve energy demands 
depicts the vision of the river as a resource and transboundary water resources as 
commodification, used to serve the economic growth of both Cambodia and Vietnam.  
The Sesan as ‘conceived-space’: a transboundary unit for planning  
The Sesan is a conceptualised space central to water resources management and 
planning. The World Bank (WB) launched the Mekong Water Resources Assistance 
Strategy in 2006 in coordination with the ADB and Mekong River Commission (MRC); 
the Sesan is identified as one of the hotspots for transboundary investment where large 
scale projects and local livelihood management projects can be fully integrated. The 
strategy justified the Sesan as a hotspot for investment and planning:  
Cambodia’s rapidly growing needs for power could alternatively be met through 
cooperation in cross-border hydropower sharing on tributaries that originate in 
Lao PDR and Viet Nam and pass through Cambodia to the mainstream, such as 
in the Sesan, Srepok, and Sekong sub-catchments. (p.15) 
According to the WB and ADB joint strategy, “For practical shaping of management 
programs, the sub-basin or sub-regional scale is more appropriate to focus the attention, 
and allow identification of win-win situations” (World Bank, 2006, p. 7). In this sense, 
the Sesan is a conceptualised space and a platform for planning; the conceptualisation as 
a WB development agent entails the logic that the river basin is the most appropriate 
for planning and a platform for technical rationality.  
The ADB initiated Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) in the 3S 
river basins. The project created a platform where concerns for Sesan, Sekong and 
Srepok water resources development are considered and discussed. The project claimed 
to promote transboundary dialogue for enhancing cooperation on water resources 
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issues. Furthermore, the project claimed that the implementation of the IWRM project 
in the basins will take account of impacts and the situation of river basin degradation 
which constrains economic development in the basins. According to ADB (2006):  
Uncoordinated development will condemn these relatively healthy river basins to 
progressive degradation. A hydropower project here, a road there, and expanded 
agricultural activities over time will result in cumulative damage to the basins 
and reduce the livelihood and ecosystem functions they can support. The 
frequent response from officials and the poor that development should take 
priority over more integrated management strategies is starting to be replaced 
with recognition of the benefit of integrated water resources management 
(IWRM) approaches. (ADB, 2006, p. 2) 
The way in which development bank agents, such as the ADB and WB, view the Sesan 
has implications in terms of transboundary investment benefits, while in the context of a 
river basin organisation such as the MRC, the Sesan is envisaged as a sub-area where 
planning processes take place. Concerns on developments are integrated into the basin 
planning, as are visions for development, and hopefully these are recognised in the 
basin-wide plan. The Sesan was recognised as sub-area 7C (Cambodia) and 7V 
(Vietnam) in the MRC’s planning process (MRC, 2005b). Sub-area meeting and 
transboundary sub-area meetings play crucial roles in providing platforms for 
stakeholders to debate and undertake joint planning and where visions, development 
opportunities, constraints and needs are discussed.   
 The MRC adopted the IWRM concept to guide transboundary planning in the 
Mekong for achieving sustainable development. The 1995 Agreement on the promotion 
of sustainable development was signed by the MRC member countries of Cambodia, Lao 
PDR, Thailand and Vietnam. “The Articles of the 1995 Agreement have retained much 
of the original 'Mekong Spirit', but have shifted the focus from development of large-
scale projects to sustainable development and management of natural resources” 
(www.mrcmekong.org). The vision was of “an economically prosperous, socially just 
and environmentally sound Mekong River Basin” and the mission was to “promote and 
coordinate sustainable management and development of water and related resources for 
the countries’ mutual benefit and the people’s well-being”. The 1995 Agreements are 
summarised as follows.  
Article 3: Protection of the Environment and Ecological Balance 
 
To protect the environment, natural resources, aquatic life and conditions, and 
ecological balance of the Mekong River Basin from pollution or other harmful 
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effects resulting from any development plans and uses of water and related 
resources in the Basin; 
 
Article 7: Prevention and Cessation of Harmful Effects 
 
To make every effort to avoid, minimize and mitigate harmful effects that might 
occur to the environment, especially the water quantity and quality, the aquatic 
(eco-system) conditions, and ecological balance of the river system, from the 
development and use of the Mekong River Basin water resources or discharge of 
wastes and return flows. Where one or more States is notified with proper and 
valid evidence that it is causing substantial damage to one or more riparians from 
the use of and/or discharge to water of the Mekong River that State or States 
shall cease immediately the alleged cause of harm until such cause of harm is 
determined in accordance with Article 8; 
 
Article 8: State Responsibility for Damages  
Where harmful effects cause substantial damage to one or more riparians from 
the use of and/or discharge to waters of the Mekong River by any riparian State, 
the party(ies) concerned shall determine all relative factors, the cause, extent of 
damage and responsibility for damages caused by that State in conformity with 
the principles of international law relating to state responsibility, and to address 
and resolve all issues, differences and disputes in an amicable and timely manner 
by peaceful means as provided in Articles 34 and 35 of this Agreement, and in 
conformity with the Charter of the United Nations.(www.mrcmekong.org) 
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Figure 15. The MRC Governance Structure; MRC Secretariat, Joint Committee, 
National Mekong Committees, Line Agencies and Dialogue Partners. (Source: 
www.mrcmekong.org) 
The Sesan is known as sub-area 7C. Stakeholder consultations are organised at 
the national and regional level to engage the diverse stakeholders into IWRM-led 
planning. The stakeholders’ meetings are platforms for setting an agreed ‘basin vision’ 
to get consensus on planning directions and are facilitated by the National Mekong 
Committee and the MRC. Under the IWRM-led planning process, reviews of 
development projects and initiatives are conducted during the stakeholder consultation 
process. Sesan stakeholders include the affected people, local authorities, government 
officials and others. The MRC joined hands with the ADB to set up IWRM in the 
Sesan; stakeholders meetings are planned at the local, national and regional level.  
 
5.4. Documented impacts of the Sesan dams 
 
Several studies and research projects have been undertaken by local communities, 
NGOs and academics to study the impacts of Sesan hydropower and livelihood changes 
(for example, since the operation of Yali Falls Dam). This section focuses on the affected 
Cambodian part of the Sesan River Basin only due to constraints on data collection on 
the Vietnamese side of the border. The main conclusion has been that upstream 
hydropower development is one of the major causes of river resources degradation 
(ADB, 2006; Baird & Mean, 2005; McKenney, 2001; NGO Forum, 2005; Sumaylo, 2009; 
Wyatt & Baird, 2007) and the plans for further upstream hydropower will exacerbate 
the river changes and livelihood hardship. The attempt to document impacts from the 
Sesan dams was initiated in 1996 when the first dam, the Yali Falls Dam, came into 
operation. Both local and national NGOs documented the impacts caused by the dams 
on the Sesan through community-based projects and livelihood assessments. The NGOs 
involved include the Non-Timber Forest Product (NTFP) NGO an organisation which 
had concerns about the livelihoods of the indigenous people living in Ratanakiri 
province, and the Sesan, Sekong and Srepok River Protection Network (3SPN), a river 
protection network, and national NGOs such as the NGO Forum which has attempted 
to document the impacts and livelihood concerns from the affected people. Four main 
studies on Sesan impacts and livelihood concerns are mentioned in this section. They 
consider the livelihood impacts of the Sesan dams, concerns from the affected people and 
key demands from the affected communities. The studies are Fisheries and NTFP 
(2000) led by Ian Baird, economic assessment of Sesan dam impacts led by McKenney 
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(2001), the “Down the River” report by the NGO Forum (2005) and the 3SPN (2007) 
“Abandoned Villages along the Sesan River in Ratanakiri Province, North-eastern 
Cambodia”. The NGOs have played a key role in giving the affected people a voice, 
documenting livelihood impacts and in addressing their impacts and concerns through 
their advocacy and anti-dam campaigns relevant to the Sesan. 
The concerns voiced by people affected by the impacts from the Yali Falls Dam 
led to the initiation of a community-based study to monitor social and economic impacts 
caused by the Yali Falls Dam and its operation. The study was conducted between 26 
December 2001 and 7 January 2002 and coordinated by the NTFP and Fisheries Office 
in Ban Lung, Ratanakiri province. The study concluded that the Yali Falls Dam caused 
devastating impacts to the livelihoods of downstream communities; it altered flow 
regimes, caused flooding from the sudden releases of water, water quality deterioration, 
and irregular flow fluctuations, reduced fisheries and flooded rice fields and riverbank 
gardens. Water released from the dam has quality problems and it has caused skin 
disease and diarrhoea. The loss of livelihood due to the dam was estimated from the loss 
of fisheries, paddy fields and river bank agriculture and the effects of these losses on the 
generation of income. The report stated: 
 
It was determined that approximately 20,000 people in 3,500 families in 
Ratanakiri Province have experienced serious ecological and socio-economic 
impacts as a result of the over US$ 1 billion Yali Falls dam. (Fisheries & NTFP, 
2000, p. 3) 
 
According to 3SPN, 
 
Hydropower dam development along the 3S Rivers in the triangle border area 
between Vietnam, Lao PDR and Cambodia has been viewed as a serious threat to 
the indigenous communities living downstream of the rivers in Cambodia. Since 
the construction and operation of some hydropower dams, such as the 720 MW 
Yali Falls dam on the Sesan River, and other hydropower dams on the Srepok 
Rivers, villagers have experienced large-scale social, economic and 
environmental impacts. These dam-affected communities have now been living 
with economic insecurity due to a sharp decline in fish catches and agricultural 
production, and a strong fear of the river due to its erratic water-level changes 
and poor water quality. (3SPN, 2009b)  
 
McKenney (2001) reported economic valuation and loss when comparing data in 
1999 with the pre-dam situation (in the case of Yali Falls). He indicated the decline of 
income due to reduced fisheries and flooded riverbank gardens reduced household 
income by 57% (McKenney, 2001; NGO Forum, 2005). Reduced household income from 
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riverbank agriculture and river bank gardens, including fisheries, are the key socio-
economic impacts, together with reduced food security.   
 
Since the operation of Yali Falls Dam, the river has changed dramatically 
according to what Ian Baird recalled during his visit to Ratanakiri in 1999 to lead the 
fisheries monitoring study:  
…in 1999, when I returned to conduct a study about the local ecological 
knowledge of the Kavet people in Kok Lak commune, Veun Sai district, the 
situation had changed dramatically. As I crossed the Sesan River on my way to 
visit the Kavet, I heard locals talk about how the Sesan River was changing in 
ways that were previously unknown. The people were largely unaware of the 
dam-building upriver, but they had no doubt that something significant was 
happening. They noticed, as I did, that the once clear dry season waters of the 
river had become muddy, and they observed that the river’s hydrology was 
undergoing frequent and dramatic changes, causing many human and ecological 
problems. (Baird, 2008)  
The NGO Forum documented the impacts of dam development on the Sesan 
River and reported that the situation before the dams were built and after they were 
finished was completely different. The cascade of dams on the Sesan has exacerbated the 
situation of environmental degradation and livelihood hardship which was already 
caused by the Yali Falls Dam (NGO Forum, 2005). The “Down the River” report 
indicated that the decision-making about dams on the Sesan River invaded human 
rights and there was no appropriate mechanism to handle transboundary impacts and 
provide appropriate compensation to the affected communities. The impacts faced by the 
downstream riverbank communities include reduced fisheries, flow fluctuations, 
unseasonal flow changes, frequently flooded riverbank gardens and riverbank 
agriculture, poor water quality (turbidity and contamination by cyanobacteria and algae 
which cause skin disease), unseasonal changes or river flows and flooding, intense 
flooding in the rainy season, massive riverbank erosion and water surges. There is no 
argument that the impacts have caused far-reaching social and economic impacts such 
as loss of riverbank gardens and loss of income, loss of houses and schools, the decision 
to abandon the affected homes and villages and the collapse of river-based livelihoods. 
 
In addition, the report attempted to point out that the affected people have been 
ignored in the decision-making processes for the dams on the Sesan River, and they 
have not gained any access to information about the dams (NGO Forum, 2005). NGO 
Forum (2005) reported impacts of dam operations on the Sesan River:  
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Since the construction of Vietnam’s Yali Falls dam.....the Sesan River’s ecosystem 
has not been the same, the water no longer flow like neither a natural river nor 
ebbs with the season.  As a result, villagers reported that fish and many 
indigenous plants have virtually disappeared. Before the dams, these Sesan 
communities subsisted on the rice they grow, the fish they caught and the 
vegetables they both cultivated and gathered along the riverbanks. Today, their 
food security has vanished- only rice remains a consistent part of villager’s diets. 
They see a life worse than that of their parents. (p.3) 
The study recommended that there should be an effort to establish cross-border 
negotiations between Cambodia and Vietnam to handle transboundary impacts (and 
conflict) and to provide compensation to the affected people (NGO Forum, 2005). “The 
future of the dam-impacted people remains a great concern, because thus far there has 
yet to be an effective mechanism of solution practiced in resolving the negative impacts 
caused by the dams” (3SPN, 2007a). Negotiation for greater inclusion of affected 
communities in hydropower development decision-making processes, including 
enhancing transboundary dialogue between Cambodia and Vietnam, is made possible 
through community mobilisation and network building which can form a new discourse 
of river basin management (Trandem, 2008). 
 
The situation of intensive dam development on the Sesan River will exist when 
the Sesan 3 and Sesan 4 dams are in operation. The cumulative impacts of these dams 
are of concern, especially the intensity and severity of flooding, including flow surges, 
which are already disturbing the livelihood strategies of the downstream riverbank 
communities. Sal Kway, deputy chief of Sesan commune, expressed his concerns to 
Phnom Penh Post:  
The last few years beside the Sesan have been very difficult. Now we have to live 
along the Sesan River we suffer from the floods and if we go to live in the hills 
we go against the government policy.  I don’t know how to solve this problem. 
(Phnom Penh Post, dated 9 June, 2009) 
 
 In Reaksmei Kampuchea dated 27 June, 2003, Kham Khoeun, governor of 
Ratanakiri Province, said that the “Sesan River now is not like before, meaning that the 
water flow is now less every season and fish in the river have disappeared. Many parts 
of the river are dry. Since the construction of Vietnam's Yali dam was completed, there 
has been no flooding by the Sesan River” (Reaksmei Kampuchea, dated 27 June, 2003). 
The governor called for a study of dams on the Sesan River by the newly established 
Cambodia-Vietnamese Joint Committee. Attention has been drawn to the problems on 
the Sesan River, including the impact on its people of river degradation, river flow 
changes and fluctuations. Kim Sangha, with the 3S Protection Network in Ratanakkiri 
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province (in 2009) told Phnom Penh Post that “Vietnam's Yali Falls dam on the Sesan 
River illustrates the destructive effects that even dams outside the country can have on 
communities within Cambodia” (Phnom Penh Post, dated 8 March, 2009). 
NGO Forum shared the concerns on the Sesan dams and posted the following 
two comments on the MRC website on 30 November 2009 regarding the comments for 
strategic environmental assessment (SEA):  
For more than a decade, Vietnam’s Yali Falls dam has negatively impacted 
thousands of downstream communities living in Cambodia on the Sesan River. 
These communities’ lives continue to be heavily affected by fluctuating water 
levels, fear of floods and health problems due to the river’s degrading water 
quality, and the subsequent decline in riverine resources upon which these 
communities are dependent. Fish stocks and species have dramatically declined as 
a direct result of poor water quality, changes to the river’s flow, and blocked 
migration routes, leaving countless people without enough food or nutrition. 
More than 30 Cambodians are known to have drowned due to Vietnam’s water 
releases. Communities have yet to be compensated and impacts have yet to be 
resolved. Despite Article 8 of the MRC’s 1995 Mekong Agreement calling for 
resolution of negative impacts prior to the construction of new projects, Vietnam 
has continued to build additional dams (www.mrcmekong.org)   
The case of the Sesan River exemplifies the fact that the Mekong member 
countries continue to lack the necessary dispute resolution and legal resource 
mechanisms necessary for large scale hydropower development on shared rivers. 
Until mechanisms are established to ensure that cross-border disputes along the 
Mekong’s tributaries are fairly resolved, further hydropower plans for the 
Mekong River should not be considered nor assessed given the fact that the 
transboundary implications are likely to be even greater than those on the 
tributaries and are likely to impact transboundary relations thus placing the 
security of millions at risk. (www.mrcmekong.org, posted on 30 November, 
2009) 
The statement advocates for cross-border institutions to handle conflicts on the Sesan 
River since the case of Yali Falls. The mechanism needs to include appropriate 
compensation and dispute resolution. In general, compensation comes in many forms 
such as supply of rice each year, cash compensation package, and supply of trees that are 
lost due to the flooding and relocation. To date, none of the compensation is provided to 
the affected people whose livelihoods are damaged by the Sesan dams in operation, as 
per the NGOs which operate in the project areas.  
Further efforts have been made to document the impacts. The 3SPN conducted a 
survey in 2007 in order to understand the reasons why communities who live along the 
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Sesan River have abandoned their villages and identify factors that contributed to the 
decision. It reported: 
This river (Sesan) has been the home and way of life for people and animals that 
have been living along the river for many years. Currently, there are 
approximately 4,793 families who depend on the river for their source of 
livelihood. The people living along the river come from a diversity of ethnic 
groups, traditions, and cultures in which indigenous minority groups forms the 
majority. The indigenous ethnic minority groups include Jarai, Brao, Khreung, 
Kavet, Lun, Tampuan, Kachok, and Phnong. These people have traditionally 
lived along the Sesan River and have depended on the natural resources of the 
river and area in order to cultivate rice and other crops in their Chamkars, to 
raise livestock such as pigs, chickens and cattle and to fish. (3SPN, 2007a, p. 1)  
The report concluded that “… 722 households comprised of 3,545 people (including 
1,800 women, from 17 villages and 8 communes located along the river’s four districts) 
have abandoned the Sesan River in order to live in upland mountainous areas” (p. i). The 
main reasons for relocation and abandonment include frequent flooding, water 
fluctuations, fear of dams breaking and land encroachment (3SPN, 2007a). The decision 
to abandon the households was influenced by changes in the river and its severe 
degradation.  
 
The Sesan dams are the main contributors to the vulnerability of the riverbank 
communities to disaster. The study by the International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) in 2009 led by Kathryn Kissy Symaylo and titled “Mapping Vulnerability in 
Ratanakiri Province” demonstrated that uncoordinated water resources development in 
the upstream Sesan presents more threats and exacerbates the high level of 
vulnerability of Sesan people (Sumaylo, 2009). It further highlighted that the issues that 
cause pressure leading to the decision to migrate have been the operation of Yali Falls 
Dam since 1996 and the sudden water release, natural floods, logging issues, land 
grabbing, road construction and other impacts. The IOM concluded:  
Environmental degradation, combined with a rapidly changing economy, can 
pose a threat to the sustainability of livelihoods, ecosystem integrity, and food 
security, as it decreases the capacity of communities to prepare for and respond to 
natural hazards. (Sumaylo, 2009, p. i) 
The study also demonstrates how environmental degradation and other man-
made hazards contribute to the increasing of existing vulnerability levels of local 
communities to the risk of natural disasters. (p. 1) 
Basically, from both social and economic perspectives, the impacts of the Sesan 
dams are complex. The hydrological changes of the Sesan River have led to 
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environmental, social and economic impacts associated with livelihood changes. The 
basin’s interconnectedness is embedded within the three scales: hydrological, ecological 
and social. River changes and degradation as a result of operation of the Sesan dams 
have not only caused environmental and socioeconomic changes due to livelihood 
changes, but chronic social and economic deprivations due to the river which no longer 
functions naturally.  
 
Improving the livelihood of the riverside communities forms a core part of NGO 
missions, especially those NGOs based in Ratanakiri province. Livelihood sustainability 
and the restoration of Sesan of fisheries are two major goals of the NGOs’ mission. As 
well as 3SPN and NTFP, in Ratanakiri province, there are NGOs which historically 
engage with the indigenous communities and the riverside communities through their 
projects in an attempt to improve the livelihoods of the indigenous people. Through the 
process of community engagement and mobilisation and community-based project 
implementation, the issue of livelihood affected by the changes of the river and its 
watershed are raised. The goals of the NGOs are centred on the following objectives: (a) 
enhancing the capacity of the indigenous communities to raise their concerns and share 
knowledge on the use of natural resources and local projects; (b) improving livelihoods 
and supporting livelihood rehabilitation where extra incomes are identified; and (c) 
arguing for the integration of livelihood concerns into decision-making by government. 
The NGOs include Indigenous Community Support Organisation (ICSO), livelihood 
rehabilitation and development related such as Development Partnership in Action 
(DPA) and Non-Timber-Forest-Product (NTFP) and health and well-being related 
such as CARE and Health Unlimited, all of which have a longstanding engagement with 
the network of indigenous communities in Ratanakiri. Their missions are issue-based in 
nature and involve matters such as fixing health problems, voicing issues of land 
conflict and land alienation, promoting the well-being of the indigenous communities 
and voicing their concerns), livelihood changes and hardship caused by the changes of 
Sesan River are factored into the NGO projects for livelihood improvement and 
sustainability.  
Table 5. Concerned NGOs whose missions focus on Sesan dams, livelihood improvement 
and rehabilitation and where issues of river changes are integrated into their mission 
and project implementation.  
Name of NGO NGO missions and key project 
implementations related to livelihood 
 
Note/reference/source 
CEDAC (Center 
d’Etude et de 
Dévelopment Agricole 
 CEDAC’s work focuses on 
enabling rural communities to 
have access to information, and is 
 Ban Lung and 
Stung Treng based 
 In Ratanakiri, 
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Cambodgien/Cambodia
n Center for Study and 
Development in 
Agriculture) 
responsible for services and 
resources for the improvement of 
family economy and for sustainable 
rural development; 
CEDAC’s project in Strung Treng 
“Improving Livelihood of Small 
Farmers in the Protected Areas of 
Stung Treng Ramsar Site 
(ILFARM-ST)” aims to contribute 
to the eradication of poverty and 
hunger though improved food 
security and enhanced livelihood 
options for small farmers and to 
promote the sustainable use of 
natural resources. 
CEDAC with 
support from 
AECID-Spanish 
donor implemented 
a project called 
“strengthening 
agriculture 
procedure and local 
institutions for 
developing rural 
areas in 
Ratanakiri”. 
 www.cedac.org.kh 
Non-Timber Forest 
Products (NTFP) 
 NTFP has worked with indigenous 
communities on community 
forestry projects and in managing 
and using natural resources 
sustainably; planning in order to 
secure indigenous land use; and a 
forest concession project, to ensure 
indigenous peoples’ rights are 
recognised by concession 
companies and the government; 
 NTFP plays a critical role in 
helping indigenous people secure 
their rights to their land and 
natural resources. NTFP hosted 
3SPN in the early stage of 
organisation;  
 The NTFP cooperated with the 
Fisheries Office in Ratanakiri to 
conduct impact assessment study 
of Yali Falls Dam after its 
operation; the study is entitled “A 
Study of Downstream Impacts of 
the Yali Falls Dam in the Se San 
River Basin in Ratanakiri Province, 
Northeast Cambodia”. 
 
 ADB (2002); 
Hirsch and Wyatt 
(2004) 
 www.ntfp-
cambodia.org/ 
annual report 2009 
 Fishery Office and 
NTFP (2000) 
Development 
Partnership in Action 
(DPA) 
 DPA assumed CIDSE in 1979. 
Their mission is to improve the 
living conditions of the poor in a 
sustainable, community-based 
approach; 
 DPA is striving to empower and 
support poor and vulnerable people 
in rural areas in order to improve 
their quality of life through 
sustainable development; 
 Ban Lung and 
Stung Treng based 
 
 Hutchinson, N., 
Ironside, J., & 
Clark, K. (March, 
2008) 
 
 www.dpacam.org 
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 The Integrated Community 
Development program aims to 
improve the quality of life of the 
rural poor through building the 
capacity of the communities and 
target beneficiaries, improving 
food security, health, education and 
natural resource management for 
the poor.  
 
CARE Australia  CARE raises awareness of 
indigenous land rights, ensures 
better food security, and 
strengthens links between 
government, NGOs and 
communities so that improved 
services and resources are provided 
to indigenous families;  
 Cambodia Highland Food Security 
project aims at improving 
livelihood security of vulnerable 
households in Ratanakiri Province; 
issues such as reduced of fisheries 
and livelihood impacts are central 
to the programs.    
 Ban Lung based 
 www.care.org 
 Through the 
CARE project, the 
issue of fisheries 
reduction and food 
insecurity are 
mentioned which 
has linked to the 
issue of Sesan dams 
and river changes. 
International 
Organization for 
Migration (IOM) 
 IOM conducted the study 
Mapping Vulnerability in 
Ratanakiri project provides an 
overall view of the vulnerability 
levels of Ratanakiri to natural 
hazards based on an institutional, 
legal, and policy analysis of the 
province in relation to key issues 
surrounding disaster and risk 
reduction planning and 
implementation as well as on the 
outcomes of the community risk 
assessments conducted in 26 
villages across the four districts of 
Andoung Meas, Lumphat, Ta 
Vaeng and Veun Sai; 
 The study also demonstrates how 
environmental degradation and 
other man-made hazards 
contribute to the increasing of 
existing vulnerability levels of 
local communities to the risk of 
natural disasters. 
 
 Ban Lung based 
 www.iom.int/final 
report mapping 
vulnerability 
 
Indigenous Community 
Support Organization 
(ICSO) 
 ICSO work in the four districts of 
Ratanakiri; Borkeo, Lomphat, O 
 Ban Lung based 
 ICSO is not 
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Chum and O Ya Dao- Lomphat is 
on Srepok River and O Ya Dao is 
on the Sesan River stretch;  
 The management of natural 
resources and the work on land 
cases of the indigenous 
communities in the four districts 
areas was undertaken by key 
natural resource management 
networks with connections to 
other networks; 
 Community networks raised the 
issues related to the management 
of natural resources and 
indigenous rights while promoting 
the sustainable management of 
natural resources.  
directly missioned 
to tackle Sesan 
dams. The 
riverside 
communities who 
take part in the 
3SPN’s activities 
occasionally take 
part in the ICSO’s 
projects.  
Sesan, Sekong and 
Srepok Rivers 
Protection Network 
(3SPN) 
 3SPN is working to demonstrate 
the need for a more comprehensive 
and participatory dialogue process 
in order to ensure that the needs 
and rights of all water users are 
being addressed so that future 
water use schemes are equitable 
and sustainable; 
 3SPN is a local organisation 
working with communities affected 
by hydropower development in 
Vietnam especially on the Se San, 
Srepok and Sekong rivers in north-
eastern Cambodia. 
 
 Ban Lung based 
 Hirsch and Wyatt 
(2004) 
 Trandem (2008), 
 www.international
rivers.org 
Health Unlimited (HU)  HU’s mission is to support poor 
people in their efforts to achieve 
better health and well-being. 
Priority is given to the most 
excluded and vulnerable, and, in 
particular, to indigenous peoples 
and communities affected by 
conflict and political instability. 
 
 Ban Lung based 
 Source: (ADB, 
2002) 
Culture and 
Environment 
Preservation 
Association (CEPA) 
 CEPA’s goal is to improve 
livelihood opportunities of the 
people in the community and 
ensure the preservation of 
traditional culture, the promotion 
of social justice and sustainable 
livelihood; 
 CEPA’s sustainable water 
resources management project 
aims to raise awareness of local 
 Strung Treng 
based 
 www.cepa-
cambodia.org 
 CEPA works to 
capture issue of 
livelihood changes 
in Sekong River 
and part of lower 
Sesan River.    
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communities with an emphasis on 
impacts of dam development on 
their livelihood, to enhance 
capacity for problem solving, 
conflict management and rights 
assertion of local communities 
living along the Mekong River 
Basin and its tributaries and to 
influence policy and decision 
makers. 
 
5.5 Environmental changes in the Sesan catchment 
 
This section focuses on land and water appropriation in Ratanakiri province. In addition 
to the impacts of Sesan dams, it highlights the complexity of transboundary impacts 
contributed by the degradations of the local watershed. Land and water resources 
appropriation in the Sesan river basin takes place through the promotion of economic 
development projects initiated by actors at the local, national and regional scales. The 
information presented in this chapter is based on secondary data from reports prepared 
by NGOs (such as the Indigenous Community Support Organization (ICSO), Non-
Timber-Forest-Product or NTFP and Development Partnership in Action or DPA), 
consultants and academics and newspapers such as Cambodia Daily and Phnom Penh 
Post.      
 
Environmental changes in the Sesan catchment have been very intense due to the 
over-exploitation of natural resources by illegal logging, rapid economic development 
projects and decisions made by the Cambodian government to grant economic 
concessions to investors (from Vietnam and Australia) in the mining and rubber 
plantations business which include resources exploitation in the Virachey National 
Park, Cambodia’s largest national park. The growing of rubber and cash crops such as 
coffee and cashew nuts and the granting of concessions to outsiders has been a priority 
for the development of rural communities in Cambodia, and especially in northeast 
Cambodia, since 1996 (G. Brown, Ironside, Poffenberger, & Stephens, 2006). Khmer in-
migration to Ratanakiri province, economic development in terms of markets expansion 
and increasing border mobility and transnational investments are major processes 
attributable to resource exploitation and environmental changes in Ratanakiri. In 
addition, the expansion of mining projects and rubber plantations and other cash crops 
contribute to the pressures of environmental change and livelihood struggles faced by 
the indigenous communities living in the Sesan basin. The Sesan watershed is situated 
at the border of Cambodia and Vietnam and the border makes this an area of high 
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mobility; labourers crossing from Cambodia to work in the rubber plantations of 
Vietnam are common.   
 
Figure 16. Virachey National Park. (Ironside & Baird, 2006, p. 6) 
 
Environmental changes in the Sesan are dramatic and the changes are happening 
rapidly; the changes include the commodification of natural resources, the expansion of 
mining businesses, even within the national park, deforestation, illegal logging, river 
bank erosion, river sand extraction, expansion of rubber plantations and massive 
intrusions into national park lands. The main reason for articulating the environmental 
changes occurring in the Sesan catchment is that these changes in the Sesan are 
contributing to the severity and intensity of the transboundary impacts at the local scale 
(in different locales) where livelihoods are impacted.   
 
Natural resources in Ratanakiri are under massive threat; the forces at work 
include extensive illegal logging, the expansion of mining concessions (in Virachey 
National Park and nearby), the granting of indigenous land for economic concessions 
such as rubber plantations and cash crops such as cashew nuts, sand extraction on the 
Sesan River, and impacts from upstream hydropower operations in upstream Sesan. 
Both land and river resources are being exploited at an excessive scale and the river is 
becoming highly degraded. Land appropriation for economic and agricultural 
concessions and cash crops was undertaken during the period of the 90s, as was illegal 
logging. According to Colm (1997), 
 
In December 1996, three logging companies were granted rights to transport 
29,000 cubic metres (m3) of already felled timber from Ratanakiri to Vietnam in 
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exchange for public infrastructure improvements in Ratanakiri. Two of the 
concessions, Kikimex Company (11,711 m3) and Reaksmey Angkor (12,500 m3), 
were special concessions approved from Cambodia's two Prime Ministers. The 
third concession, an economic exchange agreement between Ratmalun and Gia 
Lai Province in Vietnam, authorized transport of 4,740 m3 by a Vietnamese 
company, Lam San Mot (Colm, 1997, p. 6). Furthermore, “Ratanakiri ... has 
become the new frontier for proposed industrial plantations, hydroelectric 
projects, and logging concessions. The needs, customs, and traditional 
livelihoods of province's 50,000 indigenous inhabitants are being overlooked in 
this business boom, as highland farms and "collection forests" are threatened by 
commercial interests. (Colm, 1997, p. 1) 
 
Several large logging operations were also approved in Ratanakiri in the late 1990s, 
including the Pheapimex forest concession located to the north of the Sesan River, near 
the newly formed Virachey National Park”(G. Brown, et al., 2006, p. 3). The park is 
listed as ASEAN national heritage. Koy Sokha, Director of Virachey National Park in 
Ratanakkiri, was shocked to discover that a large part of the proposed buffer zone had 
already been allocated to the logging concessionaire Fuchan-Pheapimex (reported by 
Bou Saroeun and Phelim Kyne in Phnom Penh Post, dated 3 September, 1999).   
 
Turning the Virachey National Park into a hotspot for investment was a decision 
made by the Cambodian government to attract foreign investors such as China and 
Vietnam, especially for development in the sectors of mining and rubber plantations.   
 
Virachey is experiencing environmental degradation, unsustainable resource 
extraction, human population pressure, unclear boundaries and uncontrollable 
wildfires, according to a report of the Virachey National Park Management Plan 
2003-2007 issued by the Ministry of Environment. (Reported by Vong Sokheng 
in Phnom Penh Post, dated 30 June, 2006) 
 
Biodiversity in the park is at a high risk. “On 1 February 2011, Cambodian Prime 
Minister, Hun Sen, approved a 9,000 hectare (22,200 acre) rubber plantation in Virachey 
National Park despite its status as a protected area” (Cambodia Daily, dated 11 March 
2011). "Cutting some part of Virachey National Park may not affect villagers, but it 
seriously affects the forest and this province will lose even more forest land" Pen 
Bonnar, coordinator for local rights group Adhoc, told the Phnom Penh Post. There are 
currently 19 economic land concessions in Ratanakiri province; rubber plantation 
investment by companies such as CRD, Cheng Ly investment, Fu Sheng Hai and 
Brewer National Resources Co. Ltd have a range of 1900-8000 hectares of rubber 
plantation in Andong Meas and Vuensai districts (www.opendevelopmentcambodia.net). 
In addition to deforestation, mining has been intensive, especially in Virachey National 
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Park, which has granted concessions to outside investors such as Indochina Resources. 
“The government revealed in 2007 that it had also granted exploratory mining rights to 
the Australian company Indochine Resources, now known as Indochine Mining, on 60 
percent of the park, without informing the Environment Ministry or the World Bank” 
(Phnom Penh Post, dated 13 March, 2011). Deforestation and illegal logging as well as 
increasing concessions for logging are key threats to the biodiversity of the park. 
 
The World Bank and Global Environment Facility funded biodiversity and 
protected area management project (BPAMP) was implemented by the Ministry of 
Environment in early 2000. One of the main objectives was to establish an appropriate 
mechanism to minimise biodiversity degradation in the Virachey National Park. “The 
vision of the park is to conserve and sustainably manage the natural and cultural 
resources of the park in a partnership with local communities and other stakeholders for 
the benefit of the people of the local communities and Cambodia as a nation” (Ironside & 
Baird, 2006, p. 2). The study emphasised the importance of the historical context of 
indigenous people who live around the park which has to be taken into account by 
engaging them in planning and community-based forest management projects. The 
researchers identified two misconceptions which have contributed to the belief that 
indigenous people living near the park are the cause of forest deforestation. Claiming 
that the indigenous practices of farming are environmentally destructive and the 
understanding that they are nomadic are incorrect, the report claimed that the farming 
practices in the park and especially the indigenous farming practices of Brao and Kavet 
have been “highly organized” and “closely adapt to the local environment” (p.7). It is 
recommended that the historical context of the way that people who live around 
Virachey National Park adjust to the rapid changes has to be integrated into natural 
resources planning and biodiversity management (Ironside & Baird, 2006).    
According to Ironside (2008), “Where traditional communal land and forest 
management systems offer/offered livelihood security for all community members, 
market oriented systems are leading to the dispossession of several villages from their 
land and large scale deforestation” (p.97). He strongly asserts that development which 
takes place without the participation of the powerless communities makes no sense. 
“The result of fast changing demographics in these areas means the indigenous voice, 
which has never been strong, will likely to continue to receive limited attention, unless 
more effective strategies are developed”(Ironside, 2008, p. 99). 
 
The rapid exploitation of natural resources in Ratanakiri province has impacted 
on indigenous communities, especially the Tampuan indigenous communities with 
approximately 15,000 people, who live in the forest on the plateau between the Sesan 
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and Srepok rivers (Bourdier, 2006). The developments are driven primarily by the 
market and economic and commercial purposes. He stated, “Recent geo-political 
considerations and the priority accorded to economic development are in the process of 
modifying socio-cultural phenomena in Ratanakiri” (p.11). The development-induced 
change has had significant impacts on the livelihoods of the indigenous communities 
living in the province, especially the pressure to adapt to the new environment and 
conflict over natural resources. These have far reaching implications for the livelihood 
of indigenous communities and their cultural identities (Backstrom, Ironside, Paterson, 
Padwe, & Baird, 2007; Bourdier, 2006; G. Brown, et al., 2006; Colm, 1997; Hutchinson, 
Ironside, & Clark, 2008). 
“The rapid acceleration of the region’s integration into the market economy has 
provided opportunities as well as setbacks” (Backstrom, et al., 2007, p. 19). They argue 
that development projects in Ratanakiri have contributed to a certain extent to social 
fragmentation and marginalisation within the indigenous communities of Ratanakiri. 
Central to this concern is how the indigenous communities are excluded from the 
planning of development and that their losses are not compensated. Bourdier (2006) 
claimed  that “A proper understanding of the social dynamics is needed if we are to 
know how and under what circumstances vernacular societies may be in a position to 
negotiate with outsiders and numerous development actors who are interacting with 
them” (p.6). “Changes in the social order and threats to the cultural identity of 
indigenous people are having an impact on indigenous societies, which are pushed to 
adapt to modernity. Some communities have entered a process of disintegration, where 
the loss of resources, land and forests, accompanies the loss of community solidarity, 
links and shared values” (Maffii, 2008, p. 129). 
The environment in which indigenous communities live is changing rapidly and 
this is having a profound impact within the community itself. Historically, 
cultural practices and traditional authorities are forces maintaining the collective 
identity, solidarity, and cohesion of indigenous communities and, importantly, 
protecting communal rights and assets such as land and natural resources. 
Working with cultural practices and traditional authorities must be central to 
community led development. (Hutchinson, et al., 2008, p. 1) 
Recognising the worldviews of indigenous people and their deep connection with nature 
should be integrated to shape up the development programme taking place in Ratanakiri 
(Hutchinson, et al., 2008). 
Development Partnership in Action or DPA has articulated the context of 
development that is occurring in Ratanakiri without participation by the indigenous 
communities as a threat to indigenous society, especially when they are not part of any 
decision-making process on those projects. Their lives and culture are at risk. Central to 
Page | 104 
 
the DPA’s mission is to argue for an integration of the indigenous traditional decision-
making system and needs into the development processes taking place in Ratanakiri. 
The challenging task is to recognise the benefits of the projects in terms of livelihood 
improvement, while protecting the environment and natural resources that they rely on. 
Central to the integrated community development programme, and a key task for the 
DPA, is to ensure that the needs of the indigenous people are put upfront and to 
recognise that the complex understanding of social dynamics of the indigenous 
communities and their relationship to land and water are very important for the 
sustainability of the development programme. Recognising power inequality in access 
and control over natural resource is also a key factor to be integrated (Hutchinson, et 
al., 2008).  
In addition to recognising indigenous values and integrating their voices into the 
development programme taking place in Ratanakiri, the mechanism for addressing 
grievances is highly important. Peter Hammer’s research focused on a narrative analysis 
of the ADB’s development in Ratanakiri. He noted that the projects are dominated by 
the Bank’s worldview which disregards indigenous values and their reliance on natural 
resources. Hammer (2009) came up with the narrative of ‘development as tragedy’ 
(especially the kind of development that ADB initiated in Ratanakiri province) to 
describe the situation of development that impacts the lives and culture of the 
indigenous communities. Development projects introduced to the province by the ADB 
are revealed to be based on the poor empathetic mindset of the ADB towards the 
indigenous people. He highlighted that: 
The Bank’s failure to empathize stems from its tendency to view indigenous 
communities exclusively through the lens of its own economic models. As such, 
the needs of the indigenous peoples that the Bank identified are often more 
projections of its own policy prescriptions. The Bank is unable to perceive, let 
alone transcend, the biases of its own worldview. (Hammer, 2009 p.156) 
Using the economic lens in which the ADB’s views are embedded to plan and undertake 
development projects in Ratanakiri exposes the Bank’s views of the Sesan as a place 
which is static. There is no recognition of the complex web of social relations embedded 
in the unique culture of the Ratanakiri indigenous peoples.    
5.6 Conclusion 
 
Using political ecology to illustrate hydropower development and its underpinning 
social and political processes helps to trace the problem of Sesan transboundary impacts 
in connection with actors’ interests at the multiple scales which influence Sesan 
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hydropower development and the decisions made. The use of a political ecology 
approach in this thesis has allowed the connection to be made between Sesan 
transboundary impacts (four dimensions of river changes) and actors’ interests at 
different scales (local livelihood struggles and voices raised through advocacy, national 
decision-making processes about Sesan dams, regional development initiatives and 
investments boosting the Sesan).  
This study has revealed that the scale of Sesan river basin is fixed and re-fixed 
according to the hegemonic actors involved, such as development bank agents, state 
agencies and the associated national and regional initiatives engaging them, as well as 
by the political agendas of the key water players. The Sesan is imagined as 
‘transnational space’ serving sub-regional water resources development and 
transnational investments. Also, it is the planning unit where IWRM-led 
transboundary resources planning are embedded. The Sesan river basin is rescaled, 
according to different scalar narratives to serve the agendas of the hegemonic actors 
through dam developments where downstream affected people and NGO actors 
organise anti-dam advocacy to reclaim the scale of river basin to serve the livelihoods of 
the riverside communities.  
Hydropower development discourse on the Sesan River resembles Routledge’s 
(2003) notion of ‘development as erasure’. In the case of the Sesan catchment and its 
transformation, hydropower development as erasure is a process that involves complex 
actors at different scales (national, regional and local), actors’ interventions and projects 
to appropriate land and river resources. The researcher further contends that the 
intensive dam developments on the Sesan may be regarded as ‘ecological and economic 
erasure’. Ecological erasure means dams have changed the river’s ecology and reduced 
the fishery resources that are important for river-based livelihoods. As a result of 
changes in the river, livelihoods have been cut off so that the river no longer provides a 
livelihood for the riverside communities. Income generations from fisheries, other 
aquatic animals and river bank agriculture have been cut-off; this illustrates how 
economic erasure is undertaken. Also, economic erasure is reflected in the form of lack 
of compensation provided for the affected people.  
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Chapter 6: Sesan, Sekong and Srepok rivers protection 
network and its terrain of resistance 
 
The River is our Mother, Our Father and Our Spirit. Displayed on the protest 
banner of the 3S Rivers Protection Network at the 9th celebration in Vuensai 
district, 2011.  
 
6.1 Introduction  
 
This chapter explains stories of livelihood struggles in response to impacts caused by 
the Sesan dams, and diverse perceptions based on the individual and collective stories of 
the riverside communities and the 3S Rivers Protection Network (3SPN), the NGO 
active in advocacy for communities on the Sesan, Sekong and Srepok rivers. The stories 
reflect livelihood struggles in response to impacts caused by the dams. The Sesan dams 
take away downstream communities’ capabilities to maintain their livelihood, generate 
health problems, create social and economic disparity and cause disenfranchisement (in 
the sense that communities are excluded from decision-making processes about the 
dams). The injustice issues are reflected in the three dimensions of environmental 
justice (distribution, recognition, participation) and articulated by the anti-dam 
movements on the Sesan such as the 3SPN.  
The illustration in this chapter focuses on how these concerns about the river and 
stories of livelihood struggles are framed and represented in the Sesan advocacy. It 
draws on the case of the 3S Rivers Protection Network and its terrain of resistance. The 
empirical evidence presented in this chapter focuses on the context in which the 3SPN 
emerged (social and political context), the movement’s character, the framing process 
and advocacy strategies and the social framing of integration and participation as a 
means of mitigating transboundary impacts. More importantly, the chapter focuses on 
how the NGOs push their claims at further scales of governance such as their 
pluralised-advocacy strategies and tactics as well as repertoires of discursive resistance 
(for example, making  a documentary and citing community statements at public 
meetings).  
The case of the 3SPN demonstrates that the advocacy is framed around 
livelihood struggles caused by the Sesan dams, and it is situated within the historical 
and cultural context of Sesan hydropower development. Attention is given to how the 
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struggles employ notions of integration and participation to bring justice to the 
affected-people. The main argument in this chapter is that integration and participation, 
as portrayed within the 3SPN’s advocacy, are contextualised as justice for the dam-
affected people and encompass equity, recognition and participation and endeavour to 
enhance transboundary governance in the Sesan.  
3SPN’s terrain of resistance includes local-based activism, story-telling and 
advocacy where struggles caused by the Sesan dam are manifested into the need to 
integrate concerns from stakeholders and enhance their participation in Sesan 
transboundary governance. Integration, in the context of Sesan advocacy, means 
incorporating the concerns of livelihood struggles caused by the dams, and it addresses 
the issues of dam injustices through the decision-making process by the states (both 
upstream and downstream). Through multi-scale advocacy by setting allies with other 
concerned NGOs and academics, the movement jumps scale to raise the livelihood 
struggles issue to a higher scale of governance. Of particular importance is how the 
movement operates in order to seek greater participation from the affected communities 
and secure the space of engagement or seek greater procedural justice where the rights 
of the affected people and their concerns are fully acknowledged and integrated into the 
decision-making process of the Sesan dams.  
To illustrate the movement’s framing process (which is influenced by the 
discourse of environmental and social justice) and its strategy in a systematic way and to 
examine its connection with theory, some environmental justice principles are sketched 
out. This facilitates an analysis of the movement’s operation and its advocacy. 
Schlosberg (2007) discussed three arrays which define environmental justice as well as 
constitute the justice: namely, the interconnectedness of environmental risk 
distribution, recognition of the diversity of the affected communities (and their needs) 
and participation. Based on this, he posits that the pluralistic character of environmental 
justice encompasses the three aspects of recognition, distribution and participation 
(Schlosberg, 2007). These three aspects are embedded in the 3SPN’s advocacy. Of 
particular importance is the process whereby a geographical approach to environmental 
justice has attempted to seek stronger ties of participation with the affected 
communities in the decision-making process (Lehtinen, 2009) and attempted to ensure 
participative justice.  
In addition, the following concepts are applied in order to highlight the spatial 
perspective of place or the significance of Sesan social and political processes in shaping 
the movement’s character and advocacy: (a) ‘terrain of resistance’ (Routledge, 1992) 
which means the mediation of social movements by place and the historical, social, 
economic and political context that are contextualised through the advocacy or, in other 
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words, the spatial perspective of the movements and elements of domination and 
resistance; and (b) the concept of a ‘multi-scale oriented network of subaltern strategy of 
localization’ (Escobar, 2001) which advances the importance of culture, place, the 
strategies of localisation in order to gain leverage on advocacy against the dam 
developments on the Sesan River. According to Routledge’s notion of ‘terrain of 
resistance’, the central foci include the context at which the NGO advocacy emerged, 
social and political processes and the historical and cultural processes driving the 
emergence (Routledge, 1992). As guided by that logic, a critical observation is made of 
how the 3SPN movement is mediated by the social relations constituted in the Sesan or 
locale and sense of belonging of the affected communities to the Sesan River, as well as 
social and political processes at wider scales influencing the dam decisions. Enhanced 
participation by the dam-affected people is the main tactic and strategy employed in 
seeking justice.  
The main arguments presented in this chapter are: firstly, the 3SPN emerged due 
to the struggles around the livelihood changes of the riverside communities due to the 
Sesan dams; the injustice issues pivot around recognition, distribution and participation. 
The changes were caused by the dams on the Sesan River, and this means there is 
cultural meaning attached to the river environment (way of life). The historical, 
cultural, social and political processes associated with Sesan hydropower development 
primarily shaped the character of the movement, as well as its terrain of resistance.  
Secondly, the way the movement is framed and operated is fuelled by the 
discourses of rights, ethnicity and environmental and social justice. The movement 
strives to address the environmental and social injustice issues (poor participation and 
exclusion of indigenous communities) surrounding the decisions on Sesan dams and 
challenges the legitimacy of the dam and the distribution of benefits. The discourses 
seek greater recognition of the affected communities so as to enhance their participation 
in both the impact assessment and decision-making processes of the Sesan dams.  
Thirdly, the operation of the 3SPN and its multi-scale oriented advocacy has 
provided a window into the contentious and complex social and political processes 
influencing dam decisions on the Sesan river (such as the justification for dams to serve 
regional needs and national economic cooperation between Cambodia and Vietnam) and 
the extreme politics of scale and distributive inequalities of dam development.  
Finally, the chapter argues that the need to enhance the participation of affected 
people and integrate their concerns, as portrayed through network advocacy and their 
multi-scale strategies, needs to be strategically crafted to enact the politics of scale from 
below and (re)claim the scale of the Sesan river basin for the riverside communities. 
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Such an attempt counteracts the hegemonic vision of the Sesan as transnational space 
for feeding national and regional growth. The operation of the 3SPN and its terrain of 
resistance attempts to reclaim the river basin scale; the strategy plays an influential role 
in shaping a space of engagement within Sesan transboundary governance. 
Researcher’s positionality 
The main methodologies employed during the ethnographic research for this study 
were interviews and participant observations and included three main techniques of 
‘follow the NGO worker’, ‘walk me to the river’ and ‘talking while cooking’. ‘Following 
the NGO worker’ is a profound approach which included the immersion of the 
researcher in the social justice movement/NGO in Ratanakiri province in order to 
undertake institutional ethnography. ‘Walk me to the river’, means following the 
participants to their home to carry on the conversations with them and to conduct 
interviews. This also means walking with the key informant to the river so they can 
point and tell their stories. ‘Talking while cooking’ enhances a conversation with 
women groups and creates a relaxed environment for the interview. In keeping with the 
conventions of ethnographic research the stories, as told to the author, are related using 
the first person where appropriate.  
I travelled with NGO staff to villages, village meetings, a conference in Ban 
Lung Ratanakiri and the different domains of work such as their community visits and 
surveys, and their project fieldwork to get general information about livelihood and 
changes. By attending their village meetings, it was possible to understand the daily 
operation of their activities, their engagement with the communities through projects 
and meetings and to acquire meaning from the variety of engagements. More 
importantly, I focus on how those voices of concerns are coordinated, mobilised and 
articulated in the NGOs mission and advocacy. The amount of time spent with some 
NGO workers and elderly coordinators of the 3SPN and my admiration for their work 
in such a place of hardship, Ratanakiri province, and their dedication to the job may 
have influenced the stories and perceptions that are included in this chapter.   
 
6.2 Concerns about transboundary impacts and livelihood changes: 
local perspectives  
 
The information reported in this section encompasses the issues of livelihood struggles 
and how the NGOs frame the issues in their advocacy. It comes from two sources: the 
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situation of river change reported by the dam-affected communities in the local 
newspaper and the information obtained during fieldwork. The two types of information 
also reflect the results of discourse analysis and ethnography conducted in this thesis. In 
particular, the interviews at village level were conducted at Vuensai village (Vuensai 
district), Vinlang and Kachut village (Andong Meas district), Taveng village (Taveng 
District) and Phi village (Ou Ya Dav district). The way in which these issues of dam 
impacts are presented directly focusses on immediate problems affecting the riverside 
communities and progressively moved out to draw connections with dam operations 
upstream (skin irritation caused by water quality changes in the river, river fluctuations, 
riverbank erosion and the destruction of riverbank agriculture, irregular flooding 
caused by dams operation). Later, the issues are reflected in the demands from the 
affected communities for greater accountability in decision making about Sesan dams 
through an integration of concerns and enhanced participation by the dam-affected 
communities.   
In 1996, Cambodian villagers living along the Sesan River who were engaged in 
their usual livelihoods were impacted by the unannounced release of water from the Yali 
Falls Dam. Death resulted from the water surge and flash flooding. Since that release, 
the river and changes caused by the operation of Yali Falls Dam has been observed by 
the villagers and concerned NGOs based in Banlung, Ratanakiri and elsewhere 
(concerned NGOs at the national level such as the NGO Forum and at the international 
level such as Oxfam America) seeking to negotiate compensation. The issues which have 
impacted the riverside communities socially and economically since that time include 
water quality deterioration, river flow fluctuations and reduced fisheries.   
Villagers who live along the Sesan River have observed the changes in the river 
system and report that their livelihoods are disturbed due to the changes.  
Living conditions of the villagers have been threatened for many years because of 
flooding and riverbank erosion in the Tonle Sesan. The flood happened suddenly 
and rose up to six meters, this is not regular according to its nature. (Bai 
Thongnhok, representatives from the communes along the Sesan River in Strung 
Treng province, reported by Vong Sokheng to Phnom Penh Post, dated 30 
November, 2007.) 
The extreme water level fluctuations are a result of water discharges from the 
Yali Falls dam in Vietnam, which have also altered water quality and the ecology 
of the Sesan and seriously impacted the livelihoods of communities downstream 
of the dam. (Phnom Penh Post, dated 12 November, 2002)   
In addition to the flooding issue, which is believed to have been caused by the 
Sesan dams and the collision of flood water, the issue of water quality deterioration and 
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declining fisheries are also of concern to the affected communities who live along the 
Sesan River.  
 
We have not been treated fairly in the past in the case of the Yali Falls dam, and 
we are very upset the government did not consult us before talking with Vietnam 
about this (latest) plan.... We want to be informed of the government’s plans, we 
want to have a say, Khlan Leam, the affected people from Andong Meas and 
representatives from Sesan River basin raised concerns. (Phnom Penh Post, dated 
26 March, 2004) 
 
Vietnam's Yali Falls dam on the Sesan River illustrates the destructive effects 
that even dams outside the country can have on communities within Cambodia- 
Kim Sangha, 3SPN coordinator. (Phnom Penh Post, dated 18 March, 2009) 
 
The issues of dam impacts involve four dimensions of river change: hydrological, 
ecological, social and economic and their complexities. The stories captured during the 
fieldwork and presented here show a scaling out of the issues from the most immediate 
bodily impacts (such as itching due to skin irritation caused by bathing in the river and 
poor water quality for drinking) to basic changes seen in the behaviour of the river next 
to the village (such as river fluctuations), to immediately visible impacts associated with 
these changes along the river banks (such as erosion and loss of riverbank agriculture), 
to flooding that is associated with upstream development, to the Vietnamese 
management of dams and water releases and to issues of the lack of institution to deal 
with cross-border issues and poor participation of the dam-affected people in Sesan 
water resources development and management. The stories of livelihood changes 
obtained during the fieldwork are presented according to the aforementioned structure. 
Of particular focus is how the stories get told, constructed and framed in the 3SPN 
through the interplay of local voices and NGOs which embrace the lack of 
environmental governance in the Sesan.  
On 20 June 2010, I was in Vuensai for an interview. Mae Koon, a villager from 
Pakalan village, Vuensai district explained that she crossed the river every day from 
Pakalan to Vuensai to get to the market.   
The river is so red this year (at the same time pointing to the river). The river 
became very red after the typhoon last year. The provincial authority made an 
announcement not to drink water from the Sesan, but some villagers have no 
choice.  A lot of people still get sick and die of ‘pa-yad’ or parasites around here. 
We boil water and drink it; we bathe in the river and use its water for watering 
the riverbank gardens.  This is already August and there should be rains by now, 
but the river is still dry - look at the sand bar in the middle over there, I have 
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never seen it dry like this before. (Mae Koon, from Vuensai village, dated 20 
June, 2010) 
Mae Khhai from Vuensai joined the conversation and added that,  
Our lives rely on the river, “I drink water from the river and I bathe in it.  After I 
boil the water, I can see that there is a lot of soil still in my water. It is turbid. I’m 
not sure if I should drink it. I can’t buy bottled water every time. It is quite 
expensive. I also use the water from the river for cooking and washing.  The 
provincial authority said that some people die because of diarrhoea and because 
they drink water from Sesan without boiling it. So the warning sent last month 
was about not to drink water from Sesan.  There might be some parasites and 
contamination, as they said. (Mae Khai, from Vuensai village, dated 20 June, 
2010).     
On 26 June 2010, I went to Brao village in Taveng Krom commune in Taveng 
district to conduct interviews around the primary story which was livelihood changes 
and reliance on fisheries. This was the time when the river had reached its lowest level 
before the start of the normal rainy season.  
The river was about two metres higher during rainy season last year, but now 
you can see that you can walk across the river easily. (Mr. D, from Taveng krom 
village, 2010) 
I walked half way to where the river is and got on the boat - at the lowest point - and 
the boat trip took five minutes, although it normally takes ten to fifteen minutes to cross 
this river in the rainy season. When I entered the village, the village head came out 
from his house and asked what I wanted and why I was there. The NGO officer who 
accompanied me said, “She is here to work with us and she wanted to ask you a couple of 
questions. We are working together on a market information project and we wanted to 
get a couple of pieces of information about fish prices and fishing in the Sesan and its 
situation.” That was the answer that allowed me to gain access to the Brao communities.       
In the corner of the house, a group of three or four women gathered around the 
“lhao-hai” or jars of rice wine and enjoyed smoking and drinking while others walked 
around and took care of their babies. There was a group of men gathered near the TV 
where the boxing match was being shown. After we (the researcher and 3SPN officers) 
introduced ourselves, we asked how the villagers use the water from the river and 
general problems around the water use and how hard their livelihood was nowadays and 
questioned them about their livelihoods around fishing activities. Issues around the 
water level and water use were discussed including whether fishing is possible in this 
area; where they sell fish and the price of fish at the moment; if no fish were available, 
what were the options; and, in addition, what other livelihood strategies there were 
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beside fishing and riverbank garden. During the conversation about river changes, 
suddenly, one villager said:  
This river has caused many troubles; do you want to see my bumps?” Me: “what 
bumps?” Villagers: I got this when I bathed in the river.  Both men and women 
lifted up their shirts and pulled down their jeans a little to show me the skin 
irritation and the infected skin with puss.  “I took my kids to the river and she 
got this (the skin infection) and it has been with her for two weeks already and is 
still infected and itchy, stated a Brao woman.  
 
Figure 17. Skin disease and irritation, caused by swimming in the Sesan River. 
(Source: Photo taken by the author during fieldwork) 
 
I went back across the river to Taveng Leu around 3 p.m. and during the boat 
trip I asked the members of the NGO who accompanied me that “what do you think 
caused the problem of the skin disease?” One replied to me that “you know sometimes it 
is something to do with their habits as well such as wearing jeans to swim in the river 
and letting the clothes dry without changing them. I notice that everybody does that, 
especially men”. Another said, “the river has a problem; the pra-tien (president) told me 
that a foreign team came here to do water sampling and the result showed there is 
something in the river, maybe ‘pa-yad’ (in Khmer, means parasites),that makes the skin 
itchy”.  The water sampling confirmed that the river is contaminated by some kind of 
toxins. I asked, “Do both factors have something to do with the severe skin infection 
that we just saw?” There was no answer. I thought at that time that skin disease is a 
chronic problem here; since that time, as far as I am aware, the skin disease problem on 
the Sesan has not been addressed. The report produced by the STRIVER project came 
to my mind; in that report there was evidence of blue-green algae contamination in the 
river which caused skin itchiness.  
In addition to the concerns voiced by communities on river flow changes, the 
issue of poor water quality has been constantly raised. Apart from skin irritation, the 
drinking water is of poor quality. “The river made us sick with stomach infection, eye 
irritation, and rashes”, stated Carman Cham (NGO Forum, 2005, p. 39). Bou Saroeun 
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reported in Phnom Penh Post that the situation of poor water quality is real and it causes 
skin itchiness and diarrhoea. Kasal Heak, a villager from Andong Meas district said: 
“The biggest problem isn’t changes in the water (level) but illness from the water”(NGO 
Forum, 2005, p. 40). Bou On, 28, from Kachot village of Vuen Sai district, told Phnom 
Penh Post, “I am sure the water quality has changed a lot since before ... I am not lying 
about the water quality. It is real” (9 June 2000). 
The concerns about poor water quality and skin disease were raised with the 
local NGO officer based in Ratanakiri who pioneered the impact assessment caused by 
the Sesan dams. Irritation caused by bathing in the river and the death of livestock 
drinking water from the river are commonly found.  
Local people report that serious human health problems have resulted from 
changes in water quality in the Se San River, which local people bathe in and 
drink. Although it is not entirely clear how many people have died as a direct or 
indirect result of changes in water quality, locals report that 952 have perished 
since the problems began over four years ago, and that water quality has been the  
cause of all or most deaths. Many others have survived river associated ailments, 
which include itchiness, bumps and eye irritation after bathing in the water, and 
stomach problems, respiratory problems, throat and nostril irritation, dizziness 
and vomiting after ingesting the water. Massive amounts of domestic animals 
have also died since the water quality problems began, although it is difficult to 
determine to what extent death has resulted from declines in water quality. 
However, wild animals have also been found dead near the Se San River, 
and villagers are convinced that most domestic animal deaths are associated with 
declines in water quality in the Se San River. (Fishery Office and NTFP, 2000, p. 
3-4) 
To illustrate this concern, the water sampling report conducted by the Norwegian 
Institute of Water Research and BIOFORSK-Norwegian Institute of Agriculture and 
Environment conducted under the STRIVER project in the Sesan in 2006 (STRIVER, 
2006) is referred to. The result showed that there is a contamination of cyanobacteria 
which cause skin disease and diarrhoea. “The study confirms the occurrence of 
cyanobacteria and cyanotoxin…these results are consistent with the gastric disorder 
and skin problems experienced by the Sesan riverbank communities” (3SPN, 2009c, p. 
6). Ms. A, who worked for NGO Forum as advisor at that time, shared her observation 
about the water quality situation in Sesan and the result of the project:  
The water quality testing project in 2009 discovered toxic blue-green algae and 
E.Coli in the water, which was linked to the dams upstream in Vietnam. (Phnom 
Penh Post, dated 14 June 2011) 
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The 3SPN issued a joint statement dated 15 June 2007 to request the government of 
Cambodia to solve the problems caused by the Sesan dams such as river fluctuations, 
deterioration of water quality, reduced fisheries, loss of riverbank vegetation and social 
and economic impacts caused by the river changes (3SPN, 2007b). 
Irregular flow change, water surges and flow fluctuations are terms that are used 
by the riverbank communities to explain the situation where the river’s volume goes up 
and turbulent high tide like flows move downstream. The fluctuation disrupts two main 
activities that are planned on a daily basis: watering riverbank agriculture and gardens 
and fishing. I asked Mr H, the boat operator in Vuensai at Ban Fang-Phum Jeun 
crossing, about flow fluctuations or if he had noticed any change in the river apart from 
the difference in the rainy and wet season. He said, “the river goes up maybe every two 
three days as far as I have noticed. I don’t see a huge difference; maybe half a metre”. 
“This year has been very dry. I can see the river bottom and the sand dune. In the dry 
season I lose my business because you can even walk across the river. I have not seen it 
dry like this before” (Mr. H, from Phum Jean village, 2010).    
The flow fluctuations and water surges were also raised in Taveng and O Ya Dao 
districts where the riverbank communities complained about the sudden rise of the flow 
washing away their fishing gear. In Taveng district, Dharma from Taveng Krom 
commune in Taveng district indicated, “If you put the fishing gear in the river, an hour 
later you have to go and check if it is still there. There is a chance that the river will rise 
up and wash away the gear. People have reported losing their fishing due to the 
irregular rise up of the river” (Mr. D, from Taveng Leu village, 2010). In Taveng Leu, 
Taveng district, Mr Boonjan shared his observation about the river flow fluctuations. 
He explained “the river goes down around 4 p.m. in the evening. This is what I noticed 
yesterday, and it goes up after two hours. In the morning, when I woke up, the river has 
been very low. This is what I noticed, but it was different two to three weeks ago when 
the river goes up very high at night. I wonder why the river behaves like that” (Mr. B, 
from Taveng Leu, 2010). In Ou Ya Dav, Ming R , a villager from Pi village, said “every 
day, both during the day and at night, I live with fear of severe water fluctuations and 
worried about flooding. I cannot sleep well at night. I often get up and go to see the 
river late at night because I fear a water surge may come” (3SPN, 2007c).  
Om Ty from Vinlang village in Andong Meas shared his knowledge about river 
changes and his experience in monitoring the water level in the Sesan and the 
conditions on the Sesan River for more than 25 years:  
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This River acts very strangely each day. The pattern of flow has become 
unknown to me; I notice that the level of water changes on a daily basis. The 
river fluctuates every day; it is even twice in one day. I used to know this river 
very well and where to fish, when to fish and when is the best time to fish but 
now the river fluctuates and behave a bit strange from what I know. (Om Ty, 
from Vinland village, 20 July. 2010) 
Om Ty showed the flood mark from 2009 which was about 5 metres higher than 
the floor (the level of river bank) which is at the same level as the top of the river bank 
and he said, “I remember what happened very well, and I didn’t have time to prepare; I 
saw everything was flushed away.  I wish I knew and could have had about 3-4 hours at 
least to prepare”. He further added, “no one came around to help us except the 3SPN, 
but it was too late”. Bong Ting shared his experiences during the 2009 flood: “the river 
goes up fast and washed away everything in my house. Normally we have time about 2 
hours to pack up our things and move to our relative’s house but now last year’s flood 
was very mad” (Bong Ting, from Vinlang village, 2010). He told stories of flow 
fluctuation. “The river goes up very fast as if it gonna wash away everything. It looks 
like turbulence. It goes down fast on daily basis as leaung learn sroh leauan (in Khmer)”, 
and this expression came up when the riverbank communities talked about how fast the 
river goes up and almost reaches the top or the riverbank and how fast the river goes 
down, and this occurred on a daily basis. Bong Ting, from Vinlang Village, Andong 
Meas district said: 
The river started rising around 9 in the morning when it was about half way up 
the bank until 12, then around 5 I started to notice that it was going down. It 
started rising when I woke up in the morning around 5. The fluctuations could 
be twice a day or every two days. If you see the mark on the bank over there (he 
pointed to the wet-mark on vegetation along the bank that showed how much 
water had risen the night before), you can tell how much the river comes up.  
He added:  
We have so many problems when the river rises up suddenly. The sudden rise in 
water level or water surges causes damage to the fishing gear that is put along 
the Sesan River and washes away the motor boats used for fishing. This is the 
reason why I don’t fish anymore. It seems a waste of time and I tend to lose more 
than I gain. I don’t know how the river behaves anymore; it is very strange these 
days. I never believed that the river could fluctuate. We cannot trust Tonle Sesan 
anymore. Especially in the flood season; I am very scared. (Bong Ting, from 
Vinlang village, 2010)  
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Figure 18. River bank erosion, photographed at Vinlang village. (Source: photo taken by 
the author during fieldwork) 
Sokha, a fisherman living in Andong Meas district, reported that “one night he 
was sleeping next to the river to guard his fishing net and the water level began to rise 
rapidly at four or five in the morning” (Watershed, 2000) p.5). The riverbank 
communities living in Andong Meas district experience flow fluctuations on a daily 
basis. The situation includes water surges which are “surges of water that have caused 
water levels to increase sharply and suddenly within a period of a few hours, if not a few 
minutes” (Watershed, 2000).  
Flow fluctuations have disrupted the livelihoods of the Sesan riverside 
communities, especially fishing activities. The 3SPN conducted a study of river changes 
and the loss of fishing gear. They documented the type of fishing gear used in the Sesan 
and fish catch. Erratic flow changes in the Sesan are a major concern to the livelihoods 
of the riverbank communities especially to fishermen and their fishing habits. “Villagers 
report a reduced availability of fish and other river resources, which are their main 
source of protein and income. It is now almost impossible to catch the necessary amount 
of fish using traditional fishing equipment”(3SPN, 2009a, p. 5).   
“The Sesan Fisheries Monitoring Report” documented the concerns:  
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Fishers have observed that if water levels are relatively constant on a daily basis 
for three or four days, cast-net fishing is relatively good, but if water levels 
decline rapidly it is often difficult to catch fish with a cast-net. In a similar 
manner, locals used to have a lot to success fishing when water levels first rose 
after heavy rains, but they have found that the rapidly changing water levels of 
today no longer bring the same results. (Baird & Mean, 2005, p. 13)   
 
As well as the issue of hydrological change in the river, the river changes have resulted 
in immediate physical changes such as loss of riverbank vegetation and ecological 
changes and impacts such as reduced fisheries. Riverbank agriculture such as corn, 
papaya, nuts, cassava and pumpkins are grown in the backyard area of the house while 
the riverbank garden is grown within the 10-30 meters from the riverbank. Water from 
the river is used to water the plants and for the livestock. The villagers who live along 
the river, especially in Andong Meas and Ou Ya Dav districts, complain about losing 
riverbank agriculture due to two main reasons: (a) the riverbank agriculture is flooded 
due to flow fluctuations; and (b) bank erosion which is reported to be becoming more 
severe every year. The 3SPN reported that the frequent flooding of the river destroys 
household properties and riverbank agriculture. It is the main reason why the riverside 
communities are deciding to relocate to other villages and contributes to the decision to 
abandon their villages (3SPN, 2007a).   
Pu Bing from Vinlang village in Andong Meas district said his riverbank garden 
could offer everything and he does not need to buy any vegetables from the market. “I 
grow mangoes, papaya, bananas, cassava, cucumbers, corn and pumpkins in my 
backyard and onions, spring onions, salad vegetables in my garden. I never buy any 
vegetables from the market; we have everything here”. However, Vinlang village has 
experienced severe riverbank erosion and lost vegetation along both sides of the Sesan 
River. Pu  Bing added, “The erosion is more severe in the past five years according to 
my observation. I notice that the edge of the bank is coming closer to my house and 
plants that use to be on the river bank are dying. I think I might lose the house one day” 
(Pu Bing, from Vinlang village, 2011).  
In connection to the issue of river erosion, the physical impact of intense and 
irregular flooding caused by the Sesan dams, is commonly experienced by the riverside 
communities. In the situation when a typhoon hit Ratanakiri, the villagers reported 
severe flooding; some of them believed that it was connected with upstream dam 
operations.  
On 2 October 2009, I started my first round of fieldwork right after Typhoon 
Ketsana hit Ratanakiri (26 September-2 October). The typhoon caused the death of 43 
people, 87 people were injured and 180,000 were affected (www.reliefweb.int). 
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According to 3SPN, “seventy seven villages in twenty three communes in six districts, 
Lumphat, Konmum, Vuensai, Taveng, Andong Meas and Ou Ya Dav were flooded 
during late September and early October” (3SPN, 2009c, p. 3): this was the time when 
Ketsana hit Ratanakiri. I attended the meeting organised by 3SPN and village 
coordinators in Andong Meas, to gather information about the losses resulting from 
flooding caused by the typhoon. The meeting discussed the extent of flooding and 
shared stories about the loss such as houses that were washed away and the loss of 
property. Rochomp Leap, villager from Vinlang village explained the flood: 
 
The flood was intense and rose up very fast; I have never experienced things like 
this in my life. My house was washed away and I see my utensil stuffs floating in 
the river, chickens, cows and everything in my house. We don’t have time to pack 
up anything. (Mrs R, Vinlang village, dated 2 October, 2009) 
 
At the community meeting, the severity of flooding was discussed and the damage 
costed.  The NGO worker for the 3SPN talked about the situation when he was stuck in 
a tree overnight:  
 
The river rose very quickly. I tried to run to the forest to try to find a way out 
from the village, but I get caught in the flood. The only thing I can think about 
at that time is to climb up the tree as high as I can. The next morning the NGO 
boat came around and helped me and other villagers. Some people say it is not 
just big rain (caused by monsoon) but water which comes from dams upstream. 
(Mr. P, 3SPN officer, dated 2 October 2009) 
 
In Vuensai, the situation of intensive and flash flooding caused by Typhoon Ketsana was 
the talk of the town and the villagers were suspicious that the massive and intense 
flooding may be caused by the collision of flood water and the release from the Vietnam 
dams. Por Tip from Phnom Kok Lao village, Vuensai shared his stories of the 2009 
floods: 
 
The flood was mad last year. The flood comes up very fast; I don’t know what to 
do. It reached the top of the bank very fast and overflowed within two hours, I 
had to move to somewhere near that temple (which is approximately 100 metres 
from the Sesan riverbank near Vuensai village, Vuensai district). I heard that the 
rumour that Vietnam release water from their dams because it has been raining 
for weeks if they don’t release water the dam will break. They afraid the dam will 
break. That water that release from them is collided with the natural flood, this 
make the flood crazy and more intense than what happened before… The 
situation of flood was not predictable since the operation of Yali Falls Dam. (Por 
Tip , from Phnom Kok Vuensai district, dated 10 August 2010)   
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Phnom Penh Post reported the situation of Ketsana:  
 
The dams simply hadn’t been built to withstand the pressure of torrential 
downpours on the scale of Ketsana, and shortly after the gates were opened 
Ratanakiri provincial Governor Pav Hamphan received a phone call, warning 
him of the impending flood (30 April, 2010).  
 
The Governor, Pav Hamphan, told the Phnom Penh Post, “they had to open their flood 
gates into Cambodian land when the water became too much; if they hadn’t the dam 
would have collapsed” (30 April 2010). The risk of dam collapse was immense if the 
floodgate was not opened to release water to Cambodian territory, the governor stated. 
The situation was reported that flood water collided with release from the upstream 
dams. According to the 3SPN,  
 
Although heavy rains were the result of Typhoon Ketsana, the impacts come 
from upstream dam release took place before the natural flood which the villagers 
have experienced over many years, occurred. Villagers from O Ya Dao district, 
close to the Vietnamese border received unofficial reports of impending dam 
release shortly before they occurred. (3SPN, 2009c, p. 3) 
 
Due to the lack of a mechanism for obtaining information, the villagers rely on their 
network of friends and relatives who work in Vietnam for information. Rumours often 
spread around the village that the Vietnamese will release water, and these cause 
debates and preparations for a flood.  
At the meeting in Vuensai village, Vuensai district on 10 August 2010, 20 
villagers gathered at the 3SPN office to be part of the monthly discussion led by the 
elderly coordinator and villager coordinator to share ideas and comment on 3SPN 
activities. On the agenda were community-based organisations. These are a grassroots 
initiative that attempt to promote the livelihoods of the dam-affected people and to 
fundraise money to support sustainable livelihoods for them. The meeting aimed to 
discuss the current work plan, including the design of village interviews, in order to 
collect more information.  
The rumour about the dam release came around on that day. Apparently, the 
rumour said, “VN will release water today from the dam due to the fear that dam might 
break because a typhoon similar to Ketsana will hit the city”. The situation of the 2009 
flood caused by Typhoon Ketsana was used as a reference. If news like this comes up, 
the only way to check if the information is correct is from the communities’ social 
networks of relatives and friends and NGOs workers. The claim that the “Vietnamese 
will release water today” not only reflected concern that there may be a repeat of the 
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case of the 2000 flooding from Yali Falls Dam, but also reflected the situation that there 
is nowhere to check if news about water releases from upstream dams is true.  
When I came back from the village to Ban Lung, I reported this matter to the 
3SPN coordinator and asked if he had heard any useful information. He discussed it 
with senior officers and asked one of the staff to check the information with the village 
coordinators in O Ya Dao by calling people in their network. Information sharing in the 
case of disasters, such as floods, is based on the informal social networks that form 
among relatives and friends or NGO friends.   
 
6.3 Sesan, Sekong and Srepok Rivers Protection Network: 3SPN as 
terrain of resistance  
 
This section focuses on how the concerns of the affected communities who live along the 
Sesan River about livelihood changes and dam impacts are mobilised and incorporated 
into the operation of the 3SPN network and its advocacy. It articulates discursive 
strategies of resistance and their repertoires which aim to gain greater inclusion of the 
affected communities in the Sesan decision-making processes around hydropower. Of 
particular interest is how the movement articulates the need to integrate the concerns of 
the dam-affected people and enhance their participation, endeavours to seek justice for 
the dam-affected people and to secure their participation in the Sesan dam decision-
making process.  
The chapter focuses on the 3SPN’s terrain of resistance and highlights the 
following elements: the context in which the movement emerged and how Sesan locale 
and place are conceptualised in the movement (highlighting the geographical, historical 
and cultural context of the Sesan); the framing of the movement (which means how 
advocacy takes shape and how it contextualises the issue of dam impacts and gains 
collective action); the importance of social and political processes around Sesan dams 
that mediate the movement; how the movement is operated; and its discursive 
articulations of resistance through community statements and protests, including  
advocacy strategies. Through the logic of articulation, the 3SPN’s key focus is the 
advocacies that are embedded in demands for greater participation by the affected 
people in Sesan hydropower development and decision-making process and the 
integration of their livelihood concerns into hydropower development and planning.   
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6.3.1 Emergence and structure of the movement 
 
The 3SPN is a network of dam-affected people whose livelihoods are affected by Sesan 
hydropower development; the network is operated as an NGO. Its origins lie in the 
anti-dam struggles waged by the dam-affected communities and locally-based NGOs in 
Ratanakiri province. In particular, it was a response by the affected communities to the 
Yali Falls Dam which was the first dam on the Sesan and in operation since 1996. The 
river and livelihood movement against dams on the Sesan has emerged in response to 
the political, economic and ecological processes influencing the expansion of Sesan 
dams; the primary goal is to ensure that environmental justice and social justice 
accompany dam development. The social and political processes around Sesan dams 
shape the identity of the network and the movement’s character, notably its resistance 
to Sesan dams because of their unjust development and livelihood impacts. The birth of 
the 3SPN at the time of the Yali Falls crisis officially marked the commencement of the 
anti-dam movement in Cambodia, the broader movement for environmental and social 
justice in Sesan hydropower and the pursuit of a greater role for communities in the 
decision-making process relating to Sesan dams.   
 Throughout the late 90s, villagers living along the Sesan river bank in Ratanakiri 
and Strung Treng provinces had been facing river changes and degradation because of 
the operation of Yali Falls Dam and other dams on the Sesan such as Sesan 3 and Sesan 
4 which had negative social and economic impacts on the livelihood of local 
communities (Fisheries & NTFP, 2000; Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004; Mathur, Sitirith, & 
Ojendal, 2001; McKenney, 2001; NGO Forum, 2005; Ratner, 2003; Wyatt & Baird, 
2007). The attempts to raise the issues and seek justice for the dam-affected people have 
been coordinated by concerned NGOs which are based locally in Ratanakiri and outside 
(both national and international NGOs). These NGOs set up a loose coalition where 
advocacy for justice and appropriate compensation could be undertaken. The concerned 
NGOs, both local such as Non-Timber-Forest Product (NTFP) and international such 
as Oxfam America, joined hands to set up the river protection network. NTFP is based 
in Banlung Ratanakiri (and is concerned about natural resource deterioration and 
livelihood changes). It was the leading agent and coordinated its efforts with district 
and provincial authorities and international NGOs such as Oxfam America (East Asia 
Regional Office), NGO Forum of Cambodia and Centre d’ Etude et de Development 
Agricole Cambodgien (CEDAC) to conduct an impact study on livelihood changes 
resulting from sudden water releases from the dam (Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004). Oxfam 
America, at that time, was the leading agency concerned about the development of the 
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Mekong and its tributaries and the loss of people’s livelihood. Later, NTFP hosted the 
operation of the river protection network and provided support. 
 The affected communities that are located along the 3S rivers are engaged 
through a number of meetings and dam impact monitoring research organized by the 
3SPN. The activity includes raising awareness on dam impacts and livelihood concerns. 
The affected people took part in other campaigns such as Srepok and Mekong dams 
which help to better understand the issue of dam impacts and share experiences with 
others with regards to advocacy. The 3SPN has been allied to other NGOs who work 
on issue of dam justice such as International Rivers, and Towards Ecological Recovery 
and River Alliance (TERRA).    
 The network gained stronger support from its partners and NGOs which later 
became the Sesan Working Group or SWG. The SWG expanded the partnership to 
include other organisations and NGOs such as Partners for Development in Cambodia 
(PFD), Fisheries Action Coalition Team (FACT), Oxfam Great Britain, and the Culture 
and Environment Preservation Association or CEPA (Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004). NTFP 
and GAPE (the Global Association for People and Environment which has concerns 
about natural resources and environment depletion) joined hands to develop a proposal 
to set up the 3SPN and this was supported by the Oxfam America East Asia Regional 
Office in July 2001 (Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004). Collective action is developed through 
partnerships with NGOs and networking. The core philosophy of the network is to 
raise issues of transboundary impacts and livelihood changes to the higher scale of 
governance so that justice can be provided in the form of compensation for livelihood 
lost. It also works to achieve greater participation from the affected people in impact 
assessment studies of the concerned stakeholders, such as the EIA contractor and the 
hydropower developer. Furthermore, it encourages participation by all stakeholders in 
the Sesan hydropower decision-making arena and works to ensure equity and equality 
in the decision-making process of Sesan hydropower. The early stage of the network’s 
formation focused on community organisations, the appointment of local 
representatives, and the mobilisation of issues of dam impacts on the Sesan River by 
raising awareness.  
 SPN aims to strengthen the voice of people living along the river to enable them 
to present their concerns, facilitate consultation with policy-makers, and to raise 
awareness of the Sesan issues in Cambodia to all levels of government and civil 
society, as well as international governmental and non-governmental 
institutions. The project (SPN) organizes public events, research and advocacy 
activities, and is becoming increasingly involved in river protection and advocacy 
activities along the Sekong and Srepok Rivers. (3SPN, 2005, p. 7)  
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The growing of the network geographically enhances the legitimacy of the 
network in a much wider sense; firstly, it enhances the representation of the affected 
people’s voices due to the greater support from the affected communities. Secondly, it 
coordinates the effort to tackle the issues of dam impacts in the fast pace of dam 
development which includes documenting dam impacts and raising relevant issues to a 
higher scale of governance. With the expansion of the network, the network has 
changed its name from SPN to 3SPN; 3S refers to the Sesan, Sekong and Srepok rivers. 
Currently, the network engages the communities in 74 villages in six districts located 
along the Sesan and Srepok rivers (3SPN, 2010). The 3SPN advocacy in the Sesan and 
Srepok seeks to address the issue of appropriate compensation and inclusion and 
exclusion of affected people from impact studies and EIA processes, and the exclusion of 
the affected people from the dam-decision making arena. Enhancing distributive justice, 
recognition of the dam-affected people and their voices and their participation are at 
heart of the 3SPN’s mission and terrain of resistance.  
Meanwhile, the issues of the Sesan, Sekong and Srepok are different in terms of  
the context in which decision on dams are made, the actors who partake in dam 
development, the dam characteristics (types, size and location) and the influential social 
and political processes driving the dam agenda. The key challenge that lies ahead for the 
3SPN is to factor in the social, cultural and political context of the dams, the dam 
characteristics and the needs of the dam-affected people into its advocacy.  
Based on its underlying principles, the mission of the 3SPN and the advocacy 
landscape are strategically crafted in a way that enhances Sesan transboundary 
governance. What is envisaged as the procedural rights of the affected people are 
secured, the concerns from affected communities are integrated into the Sesan decision-
making process about hydropower and their participation is fully enhanced. The vision 
is crafted around the principles of ecological sustainability, environmental sustainability 
and social justice (www.3spn.org). The network attempts to seek a new order for 
transboundary governance which is affected-people centred and livelihood integration 
takes place at the decision-making arena of Sesan hydropower. “We want to ensure that 
development is people-centered, participatory and equitable and that it integrates 
environmental and social concerns into decision making process” (3SPN, 2005, p. 7). 
The 3SPN opts for participatory water governance in the Sesan where the rights of the 
affected communities, their voices, and their concerns are fully integrated into the 
decision-making process on Sesan dams.    
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Exhibit 1. 3SPN’s strategies at a glance 
In order to achieve our vision, 3SPN focuses on strategies which incorporate the interlinked aspects of 
social, environmental and economic development.  Specifically, we aim to: 
 - Build the capacity of 3-S communities through community mobilisation and community advocacy 
    networking 
 - Raise public awareness on the impacts of dams and the rights of indigenous people 
 - Promote “best practice” environmental and socio-economic development policies through dialogue 
   and information sharing sessions 
 - Promote multi-cooperation with all stakeholders include civil society organizations, governmental  
   and private sectors, and relevant institutions in order to restore social, economic and environmental 
   values in the 3S region Source: www.3spn.org 
 
Photo: The 3SPN Annual Celebration. (Source: 3SPN) 
 
6.3.2 Community mobilisation and program implementation 
 
The 3SPN operates and implements the following programs: community-based 
research, advocacy, community dialogue and community fisheries, in order to identify 
livelihood problems and crafts advocacy based on the concerns of the dam-affected 
people (http://3spn.cfsites.org/). The programs allow meetings to be organised at 
village level as well as community visits and provincial meetings; such meetings allow 
the affected communities to share their concerns, livelihood stories, experiences of 
working for the 3SPN as well as their aspirations. Through various programs, 
community engagement in meetings (at village and provincial levels) and community-
based projects, the affected-communities are mobilised. The programs are mechanisms 
to translate concerns from the dam-affected communities and integrate them into 
advocacy and various strategies for environmental and social justice. Village meetings 
play a crucial role in obtaining the voices from the affected communities, engaging them 
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into the network programs, creating opportunities to share information about livelihood 
changes, as well as reaffirming the goals of the movement.  
 The 3SPN declaration is announced at the beginning of meetings; this is a 
reaffirmation of the goals of the 3SPN and the mission of the network. Testimonials and 
the stories of the affected people are shared at the meetings which are moderated by an 
NGO worker or village coordinator. Through various community meetings at the 
village scale, the network gains greater mobilisation, partnerships and collective action 
from the affected communities. The village meetings also acknowledge the role of 
women and youth and they are encouraged to speak out and share stories as well as to 
take part in various components of the 3SPN’s activities.   
 Given that the network involves both program implementation, which aims to 
translate the local concerns into visions and projects that fit their needs, and advocacy 
to raise issues of dam impacts in national agenda, the role of local and district 
coordinators, including 3SPN staff and management, are equally important in the 
achievement of the 3SPN’s mission. NGO staff play crucial roles as change-facilitators 
and work alongside coordinators and villagers (perceived as catalysts of change) to 
develop activities and the work plan, share ideas about each program, obtain concerns 
and recommendations from the coordinators, set up meetings, maintain regular visits to 
the villages and report to 3SPN management on a regular basis. Mr T, the 3SPN official 
who is in charge of the dialogue component of 3SPN, shares his impressions. Through 
facilitation of the 3SPN program, he has to work closely with the villager coordinator of 
Phum Pi and the elder coordinator for Ou Ya Dav to obtain information on livelihood 
impacts (such as flood damage, river changes, and news relevant to upstream water 
releases).   
 My main responsibility is Andong Meas and Ou Ya Dav. I meet coordinators 
often in their villages to get news and collect news (psop psai por ra mean in 
Khmer). News here includes information that may emerge around dams in the 
Sesan and concerns about the livelihood of the riverbank communities.  
Sometimes I get news about the dam, sometimes I get news about flooding and 
how people are affected by livelihoods. I also told them that they are entitled to 
get compensation. The way I work is that I work with Om Malik and Om Ty 
(Om means uncle) to raise issues from Andong Meas and Ou Ya Dav.  My job is 
to bring news from the head (pra-tien in Khmer) to share with others. Last time I 
spread around the news about Typhoon Ketsana and asked villagers to prepare, 
but we didn’t know that there would be a huge flood. If there is a meeting here at 
the 3SPN office, Om Malik and Om Ty and I often discuss our work and progress 
including the work plan and share information about everything in general. (Mr. 
T, 3SPN officer, dated 15 May 2011) 
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 In addition to the role of change facilitator, the role of local and district 
coordinators and elder coordinators in coordinating voices are vital for placing the issue 
of livelihood concerns within the 3SPN’s advocacy. They act as ‘catalysts of change’ 
who work with other villagers in enhancing social learning about dam impacts and 
communicate community needs and demands for advocacy to other community 
members as well as wider public through meetings and forums at the village, commune 
and district scales. Speaking in the Lao language, Ming S, the elder coordinator for 
Vuensai stated:  
 I have worked with 3SPN for long time I have been to so many meetings and 
talks about dam impact on our lives both in Ban Lung and Phnom Penh. As the 
coordinator for Vuensai, my task is to make sure that the communities familiar 
with the issues of dam impacts.  People know that dams are bad and bring so 
many impacts, and people know that we won’t ever get electricity as promised by 
the dam developer. Since we have been involved in 3SPN activities, we have 
learnt so much. We stick here trying to fight for others who are impacted. Some 
people understand the issue of dam impacts and some don’t. Some still think that 
one day they will get electricity, so I think we have to work harder and spread 
the news about impacts and share information with others. Some people do not 
understand the issues of dam impacts very well and trust that they will get new 
house, electricity and get a job. But they don’t think that they are going to lose 
fish and livelihood. It takes time to show them what we are fighting with. We 
have to keep talking to make sure that the government understand what we 
want. We have to work harder to engage everybody and expand our network of 
people who share the same experiences and keep sending the messages across to 
the government and dam developers and whoever wants to build dam on the 
Sesan River. (Ming Sod, from Vuensai village, dated 20 June 2010)    
Por Tip , Por Pid and Mr. B from Vuensai are also coordinators and 3SPN activities 
implementers who engage strongly in 3SPN activities. They are vocal in raising the 
issues of dam impacts, advocating the issues of livelihood impacts and demanding that 
justice be provided for the affected people. Through a range of activities they engage the 
community and mobilise other people to engage and share information. Their roles are 
to ensure that the issues of dam impacts are understood and addressed. Por Pid 
normally runs the local workshop and meetings and advocates that others speak out and 
share their livelihood stories with 3SPN officers and be part of the project 
implementation and ensure that the advocacy gains support and project implementation 
meets the time line and work plan. 
 Within the 3SPN structure, presented below, participation is conceived through 
the way in which the dam-affected people share the concerns and knowledge raised by 
the dam-affected communities who take part in the four program implementations. For 
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example, community-based research and documentation encourages the dam-affected 
people to discuss the history of their villages, livelihoods, strategies and changes in the 
river and fisheries, including news about the dam locations, if any. Knowledge about 
river changes, fishing and the use of fishing gear or local ecological knowledge is also 
documented. Through meetings relating to particular planned dams, such as the Lower 
Sesan 2, participation is envisaged through statements raised by the dam-affected people 
not wanting the dam, discussion of impacts and compensation and crafting of the 
community statements. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dashed line represents partnership and coordination with other NGOs 
Figure 19. 3SPN organisational structure and programs. (Source: Author’s compilation 
during fieldwork)  
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Dashed lines represent support from elder coordinator to both district coordinator and 3SPN staff. 
Normally their roles are to facilitate the meetings and lead the discussion and speak on behalf of the 
affected people; straight lines represent lines of reporting and information sharing 
Figure 20. Line of reporting and information sharing between villagers and 
coordinators. (Source: Author’s compilation during fieldwork) 
 In sum, the 3SPN and its movement strategies are motivated by the compelling 
sense of place which is the Sesan River, the river-based livelihood and the historical, 
cultural, economic and social motivations provided by the Sesan as a locale. Stories of 
livelihood changes and hardships due to Sesan dams dominate the network and the 
narratives of the anti-dam movements. The movement’s ideology draws upon the river-
based livelihood and the strong reliance on the river of the river-dependent 
communities and their struggles, as well as the struggle for justice in which benefits are 
shared and lost livelihoods are compensated.  
6.3.3 Localised knowledge production through community-based projects and locally-
led research 
 
This section demonstrates the role of localised knowledge production in the three 3SPN 
projects and studies which aims to support advocacy. First, community-based research 
or CBR has provided concrete evidence of water surges impacting on fishing in the 
Sesan and contributing to the food insecurity situation. Second, Sesan fishery 
monitoring has demonstrated changes in ecology that impacts on riverine fisheries. 
Third, the locally-led research on village abandonment has attempted to collect 
information on the relocation and migration of villagers from the Sesan due to 
transboundary impacts. The first two cases (CBR and Sesan fisheries monitoring) entail 
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the engagement of the local fishermen and people affected by river changes in the Sesan 
and makes use of the knowledge generated during the study and breadth of knowledge 
they contribute to the study such as local ecological knowledge or LEK and livelihood 
impacts. The third case exemplifies the livelihood struggles of the riverbank 
communities and the trauma of relocation resulting from the decision to abandon 
villages and the struggle for livelihood options. The three cases share similarities in the 
sense that the local knowledge of livelihood changes has been ignored in the 
management of transboundary water resources that has been envisaged and led by the 
Sesan water resources developers. The key argument here is that local knowledge of 
river use and changes should be integrated into planning and water resources 
development on the Sesan River. For example, knowledge about the river changes and 
impacts caused by the Sesan dams can be used for designing compensation measures. 
 
The goal of the CBR project is “for communities to gain a basin wide view of 
their situation and feel empowered to use their knowledge for advocacy purposes and to 
protect areas that need conservation, in order to better advocate against the 
hydropower dams while also working to secure their livelihoods and to protect their 
natural resources” (http://3spn.cfsites.org/). Similarly, CBR is also undertaken in the 
Srepok and is focused on a social and economic survey through questionnaires to 
determine the extent of river use and the problems associated with river-based 
livelihood changes. The report on “changes of fishing gear in Vuensai” concluded that: 
 
Traditional fishing equipment is unpopular for villagers when compared to the 
previous decade. Many factors have made villagers discard traditional equipment, 
most notably because villagers cannot catch enough fish for their families and 
communities and have resorted to modern fishing equipment. (3SPN, 2009a, p. 
vi) 
 
Traditional equipment is abandoned because it cannot be used to catch fish in the 
situation of flow fluctuation and erratic flow changes in the Sesan River. The study 
further demonstrated that livelihood strategies and plans are disrupted by the changes 
in river flow in the Sesan and the unseasonal phenomena caused by upstream 
hydropower development.  
 
The second study called “Sesan Fisheries Monitoring”, which was intended to 
provide information on how fisheries in the Sesan have changed since the Yali Falls 
Dam commenced operations, shows the profound engagement of local fishery workers 
in sharing knowledge and changes in fisheries status in the Sesan, and especially how 
fish migration has been interrupted and led to reduced fish catches. Through the 
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participation of fishers and dam-affected people, the estimate of the type of impacts and 
cost estimation due to the loss of livelihood such as fisheries has become more realistic. 
Such knowledge could determine the sort of compensation that the affected people 
should be provided with. As shown in the study, realistic compensation can be made 
with the participation of dam-affected people and their knowledge of river changes. In 
the study, fishermen were asked to collect data during their fishing and maintain their 
fishing patterns. Prior to data collection, they attended training and workshops 
conducted by local researchers to familiarise themselves with data collection sheets and 
interview techniques. The interviews and collection of fish catch data were undertaken 
in seven villages along the Sesan River in Ratanakiri province; namely, Phnom Kok, 
Tiem Leu villages in Vuensai district, Taveng village in Taveng district, Talao, Kanat 
Toich, Kak and Bokham in Andong Meas district (Baird & Mean, 2005).  Two key 
findings from this study reinforce the general understanding that river flow changes in 
the Sesan caused changing fishing habits and fish migration which impacted on 
migratory fish species (Baird & Mean, 2005). The report indicated that fishermen are 
convinced that the changing hydrology and ecology of the Sesan River have impacted 
on fisheries and vegetation along the riverbank with consequences for the livelihood of 
communities in Ratanakiri province:  
In some cases, and somewhat ironically, unusual hydrological patterns along the 
Sesan River were responsible for the washing away and permanent loss of quite a 
few new gillnets purchased for the research. In other cases, these hydrological 
patterns caused by the dam were at least partially responsible for causing damage 
to fishing gear, particularly gillnets and loglines with hooks. (Baird & Mean, 
2005, p. 23)  
The participatory assessment of dam impacts on fisheries, as demonstrated in this study, 
shows that the inclusion of the dam-affected people in impact assessments can be done 
and prove sufficiently beneficial as to be used for the basis of compensation. The critique 
made by the NGO that the EIA process does not include the affected people actually 
means there is a lack of recognition of the dam-affected people and their livelihood 
struggles, an ignorance of the value of local knowledge of river changes, and a lack of 
participation.    
The third area of research studies the motives for the relocation and village 
abandonment in relation to river changes which took place in May-October 2006. It 
considers how many villages were abandoned and why, and to what extent, unseasonal 
river flow patterns disrupted villagers’ livelihoods and triggered the decision to 
relocate. Seventeen local researchers with diverse ethnicity such as Jarai, Lao, Brao, 
Tampuan and Khmer conducted the qualitative study. The research was conducted in a 
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total of 19 villages where the village (re)settlement has been outstanding (3SPN, 
2007a).   
The study found that 722 households composed of 3,545 people (including 1,800 
women from 17 villages and 8 communes located along the river’s four districts) 
have abandoned the Sesan River in order to live in upland mountainous areas” 
(3SPN, 2007 p. i).  The consequences of the decision to relocate are both positive 
and negative: “once people [who] have abandoned their villages resettle to the 
new areas, their food conditions may improve but there are also many negative 
impacts that come with the move, such as clearing forests to make new chamkars 
(plot of cultivated land in Khmer), transportation constraints and children no 
longer have access to education (3SPN, 2007a, p. i).   
The research reaffirms that the upstream hydropower development and 
consequential transboundary impacts have social and economic implications for the 
affected people who live along the river and contribute to the decision to relocate and 
rely on less sustainable livelihood strategies for income generation and household food 
security. The outcome of this research has been referred to in advocacy which demands 
responsibility from the Cambodian government for people who settle in new locations 
and increased participation by the impacted communities and recognition of their 
knowledge of livelihood changes resulting from hydropower development on the Sesan.  
The report states:  
The future of the dam-impacted people remains a great concern, because thus far 
there has yet to be an effective mechanism or solution practiced in resolving the 
negative impacts caused by the dams. How will the Sesan River and its riparian 
communities survive if these issues are not solved and the issue becomes even 
more serious in future? (3SPN, 2007a)  
 The process of localised knowledge production and the outcome of the research 
have fuelled the 3SPN’s advocacy by reaffirming the role of people’s knowledge which is 
normally criticised as anecdotal (compare to scientific knowledge). Localised knowledge 
of dam impacts, as demonstrated in the three cases, underlies the critique of the official 
EIA process (conducted by EIA developer) made by NGOs such as 3SPN that it 
excluded the dam-affected communities and their knowledge of river changes. In 
addition to localised knowledge production to support advocacy, there are also other 
advocacy strategies employed to render success in advocacy. These include the crafting 
of community statements, sending out statements to concerned partners attached with 
letters, drafting community statements at meetings and reading them, using media to 
spread the voices of the affected communities, the publication of locally-led research and 
extracting the results for advocacy, the formation of coalitions with other NGOs such as 
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River Coalition of Cambodia or RCC, and the maintenance of support networks with 
other NGO partners at the national and international scales.   
6.3.4 Tactics and strategies  
 
3SPN has conducted resistance to Sesan dams across multiple scales; it has grounded 
the resistance to Sesan dams at the local scale where the dam-affected people are 
mobilised to raise their concerns and take part in advocacy. Coalition with other NGOs 
and networking are the means it uses to voice the issues at higher scales of Sesan 
governance. The advocacy is manifested around various activities such as community 
visits and meetings, training and capacity building programme, participation at 
meetings at different scales, documentation and reporting of  dam impacts on livelihood, 
media advocacy, 3SPN celebration day, media advocacy, and coalitions with local, 
national and international NGOs. The advocacy is backed up by the community-based 
research and media support in which a central theme is livelihood changes and impacts 
from Sesan dams.  
The strategies used to translate community concerns into advocacy are explained 
hereafter and include how NGOs operates to get community voices heard and how the 
advocacy is framed from the local to the national scale. The explanation begins by 
highlighting the role of NGO workers and the social network embedded within the 
network, and partnership and coalition efforts. The empirical evidence presented here is 
based on the author’s ethnographic research of the 3SPN which was designed to 
encompass the key point of how the advocacy translates demands and concerns from the 
affected communities into planning and decision making on water resources 
development.  
 Framing a community statement is one of the important steps in Sesan advocacy 
and presents an opportunity for community concerns and stories of livelihood changes 
to be crafted and converted into demands from the affected communities. The framing 
of community statements is based on community requirements which change from time 
to time according to the nature and the context of the dams that drive the need for the 
statement, for example, the type of dam, its location and the nature of its impacts. 
Although, the requirements are centred on the issue of compensation and the 
restoration of livelihood, the context and politics of each dam on the Sesan River does 
influence the character and requirements addressed in the statements. The evolution of 
community statements (2003-2011) demonstrates the growing understandings of the 
affected communities about the dam impacts and their complexities. These include the 
connection of river changes and livelihood impacts resulting in social and economic loss, 
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the recognition of the right to express concerns and place demands for government 
action, and the right to receive compensation and to participate in decisions regarding 
dam development. 
 The first community statement was presented at the national Sesan workshop on 
27 November 2002 (Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004) and expressed the need of the partnered 
communities to halt the construction of Sesan 3 and Sesan 4. It made a demand for 
compensation and restoration of the livelihood of the Sesan people. The statement was 
initiated during a period of intense concerns about the impacts of the Yali Falls Dam on 
the Sesan River and worries about more dams damaging the livelihoods of the riverbank 
communities. Flow restoration and compensation were two key aspects at that time 
(Hirsch & Wyatt, 2004). There had been concerns on intensive dam development on the 
Sesan and the quality of the EIA reports prepared by the EIA consultancy company. In 
addition to these concerns, new concerns and demands emerged in the community 
statement such as the deficiency of the EIA report, the notion of dialogue and inclusive 
participation and the cumulative impact assessments and compensation (plus the 
necessary support). The emergence of new demands (on the dam developer, EIA 
developer, and the state and river basin organisation) in the community statements 
exemplified the growing understanding and knowledge of the network regarding the 
processes that drive dam decisions in the three rivers and the need to situate the 
campaigns strategically within the complex process in order to gain leverage (the 
complex process involved new dam investors on the Srepok, the growing role of EVN 
on the Sesan, and the location of the dams themselves, such as Lower Sesan 2, in 
Cambodian territory).   
 In 2005, the community statement issued at the Third Annual Celebration of 
3SPN on 5 May indicated the concerns of the affected communities about Sesan 
hydropower operations. The local Sesan Protection Network activist organisation with 
a total of 450 participants finalised a statement to Prime Minister Hun Sen. The 
statement focused on the impacts of  the Yali Falls Dam in Vietnam on Sesan River 
resources, livelihoods, society and environment (3SPN, 2005). Sending a petition to the 
government of Cambodia was one of the strategies undertaken to raise the issues of 
livelihood concerns and demands from the affected communities. According to 3SPN, 
 We, together over 55,000 ethnic minority people living along the Sesan River 
from Ratanakiri and Stung Treng provinces, have been affected from the Yali 
Hydropower dam construction in Vietnam. We would like to send you this 
petition describing the real situation. From 1996 to present, we have faced the 
following problems:   
1. Water quality has changed. 
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2. There have been irregular water fluctuations. 
3. There has been a loss of fish species and fish habitations. 
4. There has been a loss of river biodiversity in the basin. 
5. A number of people have abandoned their villages because they can no longer 
rely on the river. 
6. During the dam’s construction, rice fields and farm fields were flooded. 
The affected communities expressed the following demands: the restoration of the 
natural flow of the river, a halt to dam construction; the provision of life insurance to 
people living downstream of the dam; and an increase in public participation by the 
affected people (3SPN, 2005). In addition, the demand reads: 
 Before decision making on projects, a public consultation process must be done 
with participation from local people in the region (p.10) 
The inclusion of potentially affected people into the EIA study and social impact 
assessment and the enhanced participation by the dam-affected people were two key 
arguments for greater accountability in the decision-making process on Sesan dams.   
 In 2007, a community statement was crafted at the Fifth Annual 3S River 
Celebration in Lumphat, Ratanakiri, Cambodia and 260 thumbprints of community 
representatives were attached to the statement. The issues at the heart of the 
community statements were the inclusion of dam-affected people in impact assessments, 
such as EIAs, and participation so that affected people would become involved in water 
resources development and decision-making processes about dams on the Sesan River. 
The joint statement dated 15 June 2007 reads:  
Without adequate study and policy, hydropower dam projects will continue to 
threaten the livelihoods of the communities living along the Sesan, Srepok, 
Sekong and Mekong...  
We request that all development along the rivers must study the environmental 
and social impacts with full participation from the local people. (3SPN, 2007b)  
The community statement urged the inclusion of impact assessments within the EIA 
process so that affected communities are directly informed and involved.  
 In 2007, 3SPN, together with its partners (CEPA, FACT, Cambodian Volunteers 
for Society (CVS) and Conservation and Development on Cambodia (CDC)) through the 
River Coalition of Cambodia (RCC), launched the statement and provided comments for 
the EIA on the Sesan River. The EIA was originally conducted by SWECO and Groner 
in association with ENS Consult and ENVIRO-DEV and NIVA Norway. Concerns 
from the potentially affected communities and the experience of NGOs in dealing with 
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poor EIA quality, and their omissions and deficiencies (such as inadequately addressing 
the issue of downstream impacts and especially transboundary impacts; the lack of 
involvement by the communities themselves and the limited time is for comment and 
feedback) provided the background to the position taken in the community statement 
that the processes of EIA preparation and impact assessment have to include the 
affected communities in the area where the dam will be built, as well as those who will 
be impacted. The demands launched in 2008 clearly addressed the need to include the 
potentially affected communities in EIAs and other impact assessment processes. In 
addition, the notion of dialogue emerged as a solution to Sesan transboundary water 
problem; it would provide an opportunity for discussion between the affected 
communities and the dam builders and include dialogue at other scales such as the 
government to government level and dialogue with dam investors and decision-makers 
in the Sesan.   
 On the occasion  of the 3SPN 6th annual celebration on 10-11 June 2008, a 
community statement was issued which explicitly addressed the issue of the Lower 
Sesan 2 dam and called for participatory and inclusive water resources management and 
dam decisions for the Sesan River. This is the first dam in Cambodian territory to be 
invested in by EVN, and it will be constructed just eight kilometres below the 
confluence of the Sesan and Srepok rivers in Stung Treng province. The dam will 
impact on the livelihood of 38,567 people who live along the Sesan and Srepok Rivers 
(Baird, 2010). The impacts of the dam will not only change the river flow and its 
ecology and exacerbate fisheries degradation, but also pressure community livelihood 
which is based on the rivers and its connected ecosystems (NGO Forum and 3SPN joint 
statement, dated 24 June 2008). The communities urged clear compensation, 
mechanisms to address fisheries reduction,  free electricity and direct and detailed 
dialogue and studies with the local people (3SPN, 2008). The community statement 
reads that there is a need “To hold direct and detailed dialogues and studies with the 
local people, and there should be prior agreement concerning compensation.” 
In addition to integrating concerns from the dam-affected people into planning, the 
3SPN argued for detailed dialogue so that local voices and their knowledge of river 
changes and impacts are included in designing compensation measures.   
 The framing of community statements and the messages they articulate have 
been instruments for advocacy because the statements reflect concerns from the dam-
affected communities, concerns from NGOs, a level of knowledge that has evolved over 
time, and the immediacy of dam-related issues such as the preparation of EIAs and 
impact assessment processes. Each of the statements has been crafted by putting the 
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needs of the community first and voices the demands from the affected-communities 
who live along the 3S Rivers.   
 There are a lot of issues and problems in the Sesan. Since we involve in the 
activities of 3SPN we learn how to share information and send the messages 
across.  We share our experiences and learn to communicate the problems 
properly and argue about what we want. There are various project 
implementations that 3SPN organize and coordinate, my role is to make sure that 
the project is going well and villagers are involved to raise their concerns and be 
part of the project. During the process of gathering information and sharing 
experiences, we learn to speak up and act in order to get what we want. (Por  Pid, 
from Vuensai, 2010) 
6.3.5 The scale up: linking the local to provincial and national scales and issues 
surrounding dams  
 
Connecting the issue of livelihood impacts to the national agenda of dam development, 
as demonstrated in the case of the 3SPN advocacy, provided an opportunity to raise the 
issue of impacts and justice squarely at the national scale and to challenge the complex 
decision-making process on hydropower which is known to take place behind closed 
doors and excludes concerned stakeholders. To illustrate the strategies that have been 
employed in the 3SPN advocacy for multi-scale advocacy, two levels of illustration are 
made: the scale up of local voices, visions and advocacy for water resources management 
(from local to district, provincial and national) and the multi-scale network-oriented 
strategy by which 3SPN links local struggles with national and international campaigns 
and partners with other NGOs to form coalitions. In addition, in order to illustrate the 
connection between advocacy at local and national scales, the case of Lower Sesan 2 
advocacy is explicitly drawn. The meetings included an EIA Training Workshop 
organised in Ban Lung, Ratanakiri province and the National Workshop on the Lower 
Sesan 2 dam organised in Phnom Penh. These are examples of how the issues of 
livelihood changes and impacts, as well as community demands, are translated and 
converted into the need to integrate livelihood concerns of the affected people and 
enhance their participation.    
 The researcher’s observations at the meeting (Exhibit 2) is presented below.    
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Exhibit 3: The Lower Sesan 2 Hydropower EIA Training Workshop: a meeting at 
the provincial scale. 
Introduction 
The Sesan, Srepok and Tonle Sap River community members and the representatives from local 
authorities gathered at the Lower Sesan 2 EIA Training Workshop, organised at Ratana Lyna 
Hotel, Ratanakiri province on 23-24 June 2010. The meeting was coordinated by the NGO forum, 
an NGO based in Phnom Penh, Cambodia and the 3SPN, the local NGO based in Ratanakiri which 
works to protect the livelihood of the peoples of the Sesan, Sekong, and Srepok rivers who may be 
adversely impacted by water resources development such as hydropower.  In addition to the 
communities who live along the Sesan and Srepok rivers, communities from the Sekong and the 
Mekong and Tonle Sap participated. This meeting attempted to coordinate concerns from the 
affected people and raise their voices to a higher scale of governance as well as crafting community 
statements to reflect demands from the communities.   
 
   
Context  
The Lower Sesan 2 dam generated hot debates in Cambodia. The dam is the first dam on the Sesan 
River in Cambodian territory; EVN Vietnam is an investor.  The legacy of hydropower in Sesan and 
its history has generated worries and concerns amongst the downstream communities, especially 
those who live along the Sesan River and who bear the high cost of hydropower development.  The 
affected communities are faced with fluctuations in the flow in the Sesan, an irregular pattern of flow 
changes and delays in the onset of the flood season. In general, the fishery which is highly migratory 
in the Sesan will be impacted with consequent impacts on the livelihood of Sesan people.   
The Lower Sesan 2 will block the upstream fish migration to the Sesan river.  The migration starts 
in May to July from downstream to upstream of the proposed dam site area in the Sesan river, and in 
June - July to upstream of the Lower Sesan 2 project site in the Sesan river and to the Srepok. The 
reservoir of the Lower Sesan 2 will result in the resettlement of 4,785 people comprising 1059 
families in 2007 or 6507 people comprising 1579 households in 2011 (from seven villages in four 
communes).  The dam will inundate the complex wetland area of Strung Treng, which is 
acknowledged as a well-known registered Ramsar site (RAMSAR convention-The Convention on 
Wetlands of International Importance, especially as Waterfowl Habitat to protect wetland, signed in 
Ramsar, Iran). The reduction of appropriate habitat for fish and their migration is anticipated and 
will cause negative impacts to people who rely on fisheries both upstream of the project site and 
downstream of the project site.  The principle of best practice for compensation, which is based on 
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global experiences, advocates full-cost accounting of impacts for compensation.  Ian Baird provided 
the recommendation: 
Other crucial best practices relate to focusing on vulnerable groups, including  indigenous 
peoples, ensuring transparent processes, assessing transboundary impacts, applying full-cost 
accounting and unconditional compensation provisions, considering cumulative impacts, 
implementing guiding principle-based compensation, conducting results-based 
compensation, introducing concept of ‘compensation+1’, taking a long term perspective to 
impact and compensation issues, making dam affected people into full project shareholders, 
ensuring that local people have secure land rights after being relocated, formalising plans 
and appropriately implementing them, mandating timely compensation payments, and 
establishing grievance redress procedures to ensure that dam affected people have a way of 
addressing problems with compensation measures. (Baird, 2009, p. 15)   
Participants  
Approximately 150 participants attended this meeting; they were representatives from Ratanakiri 
province who had already joined the 3SPN, local coordinators who worked in the network, key elder 
coordinators, representatives from Stung Treng province and Tonle Sap Authority, representatives 
from Srepok and Sekong rivers, local authorities, government officers, NGO Forum staff and 3SPN 
officers.  These people were affected by the dams on the Sesan river; there were also people who are 
considered to be potentially affected by the operation of the Lower Sesan 2 dam, there were 
government representatives and there were NGO workers. Their diverse views were drawn into the 
meetings and the discussions.   
(Source: Author’s field notes and compilation during fieldwork and based on participant observation 
techniques)  
 
The meeting was facilitated by the 3SPN coordinator and staff from NGO Forum 
which is the NGO which advocates for the right of the Cambodian people to be included 
in development processes and political changes. The NGO Forum played a facilitation 
role at the meeting. Meach Mean, coordinator for 3SPN, encouraged the participants to 
share information with each other about livelihood changes and hardships due to the 
Sesan dams and to speak up everywhere they go or join in meetings. He stated:  
The communities who are affected by dams need to speak up and communicate 
their concerns directly to the dam developer and the government and if they have 
a chance to speak at the meeting they need to do so. That way is better than the 
NGO speak up and articulating the concerns. (Mean, 2010, address to the Lower 
Sesan 2 meeting) 
In his view, the messages that are expressed by the affected people directly or 
spoken at the meetings is stronger and better received than NGO messages. He 
encouraged the villagers and affected people to raise their concerns wherever they go, 
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especially at meetings at the commune, district, and national level to let their voices be 
heard. Meach Mean indicated: 
These ways are stronger than 3SPN raise it, otherwise other people will think 
this is what NGOs want and they are not what communities want.  It is 
important to have the affected says to others and communicate our struggling 
due to the dam development. (Mean, 2010, address to the Lower Sesan 2 
meeting)   
The discussion at the meeting began with the introduction of the report 
commissioned by the River Coalition of Cambodia or RCC and prepared by a leading 
social scientist Dr Ian Baird who has been involved in the study and NGO advocacy of 
the Sesan dams since the case of the Yali Falls Dam. The report was launched in 2010; it 
shared the insights from the interviews undertaken during fieldwork conducted in 2009 
in 11 villages along the Sesan River. “The most important conclusion of the study is 
that 100% of the people who participated in village meetings organized in all the 
communities visited clearly indicated that they are opposed to the Sesan 2 dam” (Baird, 
2009, p. 13). The meeting discussed fisheries loss and livelihood impacts as a result of 
the operation of Lower Sesan 2. The main question asked was: Can the loss of fisheries 
and livelihood be compensated for? It is not surprising that the answer was, “No”. The 
villagers were asked to come up with the reasons why the loss of fisheries cannot be 
compensated for. The reply was “the loss is not just fisheries, but livelihood for this 
generation and fish for the next generations; these cannot be compensated for”.  
 
The order of discussion ranged from impacts and livelihood changes due to the 
Lower Sesan 2 dam, livelihood impacts and community needs, crafting community 
demands and statements and the next steps. The village representatives from the 
potentially affected area of the Lower Sesan 2 dam expressed their concerns and 
demanded a proper mechanism to solve the problem and provide compensation, as well 
as an inclusive decision-making process with their involvement. Several demands were 
debated and addressed at the meeting: the engagement of local affected people in the 
EIA process and impact assessment study; appropriate compensation; benefit sharing 
from the dam; the implementation of best practice principles; and the engagement of the 
affected communities in all relevant activities around dams on the Sesan River.   
 
Concerns and community statements crafted at the Lower Sesan 2 training workshop 
1. The communities requested the government to make an announcement three days before the 
release of water from the upstream dams. 
2. The communities requested the government to conduct a study about the water quality and 
why it is contaminated. 
3. If the dam is built, the communities requested the government to find new arable land that 
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is appropriate for living and agriculture.  The government should provide notice to the 
communities two years before the relocation of the commune.   
4. The communities requested the government to allocate appropriate compensation and to 
build the new houses of at least the same size so that they could accommodate everybody in 
their households. 
5. The new communities should be established near main roads (such as the ASEAN Road);  
they should not be rebuilt near the river.  
6. The dam developers are not respecting World Commission on Dam (WCD) guidelines and 
recommendations.  For the new dam to be built, it has to follow the WCD guidelines. 
7. The communities requested the dam developer to open the dam gate during the fish 
migration season.    
8. The communities requested alternative sources of electricity to be considered before 
hydropower.  
9. A detailed study should be done in the dam-affected areas such as Ratanakiri with the local 
engagement of community members.   
10. The cumulative impacts of the hydropower project upstream in the Sesan should also be 
studied. 
 
(Source: Author’s observation at the meeting)  
 
The researcher’s observation of the meeting focussed on the following areas: the 
role of NGOs at the meeting; the interaction between NGOs and locally-affected people 
on the dam impacts discussion and how concerns were crafted into community 
statements and processes for advocacy; and the key narratives of participation. First, the 
3SPN and NGO Forum jointly facilitated this meeting. Their roles include sharing 
information from the ‘Best Practice’ report that would trigger the discussion on 
potential impacts and drawing lessons learnt from the existing Sesan dams. Ton 
Kunthel, from NGO Forum, encouraged the participants to share their experiences 
regarding the loss of livelihoods from Sesan dams and to express what they need. The 
report prepared by Ian Baird for the RCC was used to facilitate the discussion and 
obtain feedback and concerns from the potentially affected communities. The report 
highlighted good public participation as follows: 
Good public participation means informed participation, in which people are 
provided with considerable information before being asked to ‘participate’. The 
details of what good public participation involves are laid out by the World 
Commission on Dams (WCD 2000), which considers public acceptance to be 
crucial, as well as the recognition of rights, the assessment of risks, negotiated 
agreements and decision-making processes based on free, prior, and informed 
consent, especially when projects affect vulnerable people, including indigenous 
and tribal peoples. (Baird, 2009, p. 116) 
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The best practice approach draws on good practice around the world that promotes 
transparency and accountability in hydropower development and meaningful public 
participation by dam-affected people. As well as the inclusion of affected people in 
meaningful participation, the report indicated the other best standard practices 
including transparency in information distribution from EIA/SIA reports, full cost 
accounting and unconditional compensation, focussing on vulnerable groups, assessing 
transboundary impact assessments, defining environmental flow, considering 
cumulative impacts, principle-based compensation, compensation+1, payment to 
ecological services, livelihood restoration, securing land rights, timely compensation 
payments, grievance redress procedures and making dam-affected people into full 
project shareholders of the dam project. Compensation +1 refers to “full compensation 
is provided and then additional support is given above and beyond what is required as 
compensation.” (Hall 2008a, cited in Baird 2009p.121) 
 
The report criticised the EIA conducted by Power Engineering Consulting 
Company 1 (PECC 1) which failed to include potentially affected people into the impact 
assessment process. As such, it demonstrated inadequate and meaningless public 
participation. The River Coalition of Cambodia (RCC) launched the report on 20 August 
2009 saying: 
 
The study neglected to consult with the upstream and downstream of the dam 
sites and those located inside the planned reservoir were not provided substantial 
information regarding the dam potential impacts. The process is not 
participatory and not promoting meaningful dialogue. Public participation is the 
most fundamental aspect of EIA process, with evidence around the world 
suggesting that the more the public is involved in assessment process, the more 
accurate and useful such processed tend to be. Public participation can also help 
ensure community support, understanding, and overall cooperation. (RCC, 2009) 
The report was commissioned due to concern expressed by civil society and local 
communities that the dam, if built and without accurate assessment of local 
people’s needs, could lead to a loss of livelihood and further impoverishment for 
affected communities. (www.internationalrivers.org) 
 
Besides the best practice approach recommended for the case of the Lower Sesan 2 dam, 
the recognition of rights and risk assessments underpin the multi-scale advocacy that 
the 3SPN engages in. The WCD’s “Dam and Development: A New Framework for 
Decision Making” is an overarching framework that suggests that good participation be 
adopted for the dam development and planning.  The WCD advocates the recognition 
of the affected people’s rights and risk assessments for an informed decision on 
hydropower dam on the Sesan where the environmental, social and economic costs of 
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the dam are well integrated. It was the first global framework to promote transparency 
and accountability in the dam development processes.  
The WCD framework covers key areas for improved planning of dams, including 
the need to fully assess all available options for meeting water and energy needs; 
addressing outstanding social issues from existing dams before building new 
ones, gaining public acceptance for key decisions, and the importance of 
protecting healthy rivers. The WCD recommendations form the basis for many 
decision-making processes for dams around the world and constitute 
international soft law. They are also being adapted to national contexts in 
various public dialogue processes around the world. 
(www.internationalrivers.org) 
The WCD framework emphasises the participatory ways of making decision. 
Participation of the dam affected people is regarded as one of most crucial elements for 
dam governance.  
 
The information in the best practice report (Baird, 2009) mainly highlighted the 
potential impacts of the Lower Sesan 2 and issues of compensation and resettlement 
which later are included in the demands from the affected communities in the 
community statements. The report urges that the opinions of the potentially affected 
people in relation to compensation, mitigation of impacts and resettlement be 
incorporated in the environmental management plan for the Lower Sesan 2 dam.  
 
The complexities of dam impacts and how dam decisions are made are of concern; 
especially the impacts that will be faced by the affected communities if more dams are 
built on the Sesan. One participant said, “dam is bad everybody knows; we know. Why 
the government still builds more dams on the Sesan, I don’t understand. Our river is 
fully damaged”. The potentially affected people (especially those who live downstream 
of the Lower Sesan 2 dam in Stung Treng province) who joined the meeting were 
encouraged to send the message everywhere they go; in this way, the 3SPN leaders 
believe that personal messages by community members about dam impacts are stronger 
than those delivered through the NGO channels.  
The role of the 3SPN and their advocacy is challenged by the complexities of the 
dam context, the network of actors involved in dam development, impact assessments of 
dams and the decision-making processes. NGOs have to speak for the affected people, 
and to advocate for the affected people about the issue of dam impacts and to encourage 
them to speak for themselves wherever and whenever it is needed. The problem of 
transboundary impacts are framed in the form of demands addressed to the key actors 
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involved in dam development (such as dam developers and EIA developers) and the 
decision-making process (such as by the Cambodian government).   
The latter part of the meeting focused on voting on whether or not the 
participants wanted the Lower Sesan 2 dam. The result of the vote was 30:102. One 
hundred and two participants said they did not want the dam while 30 said they wanted 
the dam because they want electricity. I asked the head of the NGO who these people 
might be (the ones who supported the Lower Sesan 2 dam). It was suspected that 
amongst the 30 voters who voted for the dam were representatives from the provincial 
authorities of Ratanakiri and Stung Treng, and there were probably the new members 
of the network who were not familiar with the dam issues on the Sesan. It may be 
argued that 30 people still need electricity and the dam because it would make their 
lives easier and more convenient.   
The meeting concluded that the above concerns and suggestions would be 
channelled to the national consultation on Lower Sesan 2 in Phnom Penh planned for 
2011 which would be organised by the NGO Forum of Cambodia, based in Phnom 
Penh. The meeting demonstrated the key processes for advocacy: a facilitated-process of 
getting concerns from the affected people about the Lower Sesan 2 dam; debates and 
information sharing amongst the affected people; converting the concerns into a 
community statement; and strategic planning for advocacy based on the concerns raised 
which attempted to connect the issues of livelihood impacts to the national dam 
development agenda.  
The key demands from the provincial meeting were mirrored at the national 
workshop, organised on 31 May 2011. At the national consultation workshop on Lower 
Sesan 2, the joint statement from the EIA training workshop in Ban Lung was read. It 
reaffirmed the need to engage the affected communities in the impact study and 
decision-making process of the Sesan dams. The affected people representatives Mr Keo 
Mib and Ms Nen Soukit declared at the meeting that the EIA study of the Lower Sesan 
2 dam was weak and excluded the affected communities, therefore the quality was not 
good enough and the community should not accept the report (3SPN, 2011). They said: 
“Our communities do not accepted the report because it’s not yet complete enough, the 
report does not include or provide compensation for indirect impacts” (3SPN, 2011).  
Further study has to be done. As well, there needs to be greater engagement by the 
affected communities especially the villages that will be impacted by the Lower Sesan 2 
dam. The official joint statement of the communities to the government was issued at 
the national workshop. It basically highlighted the key demands from the affected 
communities such as compensation, engagement of the communities in EIA study and 
SIA study, enhancing the community’s engagement in both the EIA study and in 
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designing the compensation and resettlement plan. Furthermore, the rights of the 
communities should be acknowledged to be included in the decision-making process. 
The community statement reflected the demands from the affected people and their 
rights to be included in the impact assessment study, EIA processes and to get their 
voices heard. The key narrative on the participation point is that: 
A detailed study should be done in the dam-affected areas such as Ratanakiri with 
the local engagement of community members- Community Statement, crafted at 
the Lower Sesan 2 Training Workshop. 
The statement sets out key recommendations to the private companies, to the 
government and relevant stakeholders (such as EIA developer). The statement dated 30 
May 2011 is well-structured and more advanced than other statements to date. Its 
demands are centred on the following aspects: fixing current water-related problems 
(such as water quality); redressing livelihood problems by providing environmental flow 
to the rivers; designing an appropriate compensation and resettlement plan; 
enforcement of human rights and the right to get access to information and be included 
in the decision-making process.     
Exhibit 3: National Workshop on Lower Sesan 2, 30 May 2011 
H.E. Brach Soun, Secretary of State for the Ministry of Environment, chaired the national 
workshop. In his speech he acknowledged the importance of opening debates and discussion on 
hydropower development in Cambodia as well as the concerns on fisheries.  He expressed: “this is 
very good opportunity for all stakeholders to discuss hydropower development and its impacts.  For 
the community especially to raise their concerns for workshop to consider”, Living Rivers 
Newsletter (3SPN, 2011, p. 3).  
Mr. Chhit Samath, Executive Director of NGO Forum of Cambodia stated that the NGO Forum 
plays a crucial role in enhancing more accountability and transparency about the dam decision 
making process on the Sesan. Mr Tek Vannara, CEPA representative, advocated that the impacts on 
livelihood changes are massive and further contribute to the collapse of river-based livelihood 
(3SPN, 2011). A further statement was provided by Mr Meach Mean, the 3PSN coordinator, which 
placed an emphasis on the importance of the EIA reaching the requisite standard and that impact 
assessments need to be carried out with community involvement, especially by the potentially 
affected.  The communities raised concerns about the quality of EIA reports and the process of 
impact assessments which did not include the potentially affected communities. If the dam is to be 
built, the affected communities shall take part in the assessment study and be attained of 
compensation (3SPN, 2011).   
(Source: Living Rivers, published January-June, 2011 (3SPN, 2011)) 
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6.3.6 Attempting dialogue for participatory governance in Sesan 
 
The notion of dialogue and its novelty manifesting in the 3SPN’s advocacy exemplifies 
the need to engage various Sesan stakeholders, especially the affected people, and 
undertake negotiations (such as between the affected people and state agencies) as a step 
towards the resolution of the Sesan transboundary water problems. The two narratives 
around the dialogue are:  
 
1. Best practice in environmental and socioeconomic development policies can 
be promoted through dialogue. 
2. Holding detailed dialogue with local people is necessary, and there should be 
prior agreement concerning compensation. 
 
According to the 3SPN, “best practice can be promoted through dialogue, (and) 
information sharing including participation” (3SPN, 2011). The term ‘dialogue’ can 
connote different meanings and scales. The scale at which dialogue is targeted varies. It 
may be community dialogue or national dialogue where communities meet government 
representatives, or dialogue with the dam builders and/or hydropower financiers 
including government to government (often referred to as negotiation) to resolve Sesan 
water issues. “Through network building advocacy and dialogue engagement, the 
network (3SPN) is demonstrating the need for a more comprehensive and participatory 
dialogue process in water governance” (Trandem, 2008, p. 108). The community 
statement crafted by the communities in the network suggests a solution to Sesan 
governance through a process of dialogue: “to hold direct and detailed dialogues and 
studies with the local people, and there should be prior agreement concerning 
compensations” (3SPN, 2008, p. 2). The term dialogue suggests a solution to 
transboundary water problems that may emerge. According to Trandem (2012), 
 
Continued dialogue between the affected people, NGOs and governments are 
necessary. The dialogue is the venue to integrate concerns from the dam affected 
people and continue debates on other dam related issues such as compensation, 
resettlement communities and key livelihood challenges, distribution of benefits, 
and further inclusion of the dam affected people into the impact assessment study 
and EIA. (Trandem, International Rivers, interview dated 13 November, 2012) 
6.3.7 Formation of a coalition: the Rivers Coalition of Cambodia (RCC) 
 
The 3SPN advocacy is place-based activism by dam-affected people (whose livelihoods 
are affected by Sesan hydropower) that attempts to seek environmental and social 
Page | 147 
 
justice for the dam-affected people by placing the issue of grassroots struggles squarely 
in the national decision-making process about hydropower on the Sesan River. The role 
of the 3SPN and other NGOs who joined the coalition is crucial; the early founders 
comprised four organisations (3SPN, CEPA, Oxfam Australia and NGO Forum). Later, 
the membership was expanded to include the present number of 19 NGOs.  
The ultimate goal of the advocacy strategy is to place the dam impacts issues 
squarely at the national scale and force action at a higher scale of governance. The 
growth of the RCC has resulted from the need to tackle issue of dam impacts nation-
wide and the dams on Mekong River. The 3SPN cooperates with other NGOs such as 
CEPA, FACT, NGO Forum, Cambodian Volunteers for Society (CVS) and 
Conservation and Development on Cambodia (CDC) to form the coalition called “River 
Coalition of Cambodia” (RCC). The formation of alliances and coalitions with other 
NGOs who share similar philosophies and ideologies in environmental and social justice 
is the key strategy to upscale the dam-related livelihood changes issues and 
participatory water resources management to the higher scale of Sesan governance. 
Nation-wide advocacy in the form of a river coalition was established for this purpose. 
The RCC is known as an alliance of civil society organisations making efforts to 
protect and restore river ecosystems and river-based livelihoods in Cambodia. The RCC 
grew out of the 3SPN and other key founders who placed the issue of dam impacts onto 
a national stage and in recognition that dams were being built and planned for 
tributaries in many parts of the country. The RCC has responsibility for monitoring the 
issue of Mekong development and facilitating transboundary water management and 
cooperation to protect the Mekong Rivers and its tributaries.  
RCC’s advocacies include writing community statements and demands, 
organising meetings and participating in meetings organised by government agencies 
and regional actors such as development banks in order to raise their concerns. Single 
strategies and combined strategies are explicitly played out to achieve greater inclusion 
of the dam-affected communities in the case of Sesan hydropower development.  
The internal dynamics and performance, as well as politics of the coalition of 
NGOs, are influenced by the priority of issues that need to be tackled (i.e. livelihood 
loss, loss of biodiversity) according to the context of dams that are planned as well as 
cumulative impacts, the pattern of information flow amongst NGOs, coordination with 
the NGO allies such as national and international based NGOs, leadership and the level 
of autonomy within the RCC. The philosophies, shared-values and power-relations 
between stakeholders are factors which determine the internal politics of the RCC. It 
needs to be borne in mind that, even though the NGOs within the RCC share similar 
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philosophies and concerns, their missions and identities have a great influence on their 
agenda (biodiversity loss, rights for the poor and the deprived, and rights of indigenous 
people). Consequently, the loss of individual identity may be an issue due the 
domination of some NGOs in the RCC as well as the clashes of advocacy style (laid 
back, firm and step-by-step versus outspoken but non-action, as portrayed by each 
NGO) and the issue of leadership (some of the pioneer NGOs think that they could 
dominate the RCC’s agenda and steer the advocacy according to their ideologies). The 
factors demonstrate how the RCC politics plays out. Nevertheless, the group’s identity 
lies in seeking justice for the dam-affected people and poor who have lost their 
livelihoods due to the Sesan dam operations and demands for greater inclusion of the 
dam-affected people in EIAs, impact assessments, compensation designs, resettlement 
plans and the decision-making processes of the state.  
The efforts of the 3SPN, other concerned NGOs and the RCC is multi-scale 
advocacy that provides a foundation for the environmental and social justice movement 
of the dam-affected people. It is the complex network of organisations which are linked 
with allies at other scales who share the same concerns for seeking environmental and 
social justice for the dam-impacted. The advocacy shares a core philosophy which is the 
integration of livelihood concerns into the Sesan decision-making process, fully 
accounting for impacts caused by the dams and providing appropriate compensation and 
seeking greater participation by the affected people. A major goal is to place the issue of 
livelihood changes and justice squarely at the national scale where the issue of injustice 
and equality in the decision-making process is fully tackled. The multi-scale nature of 
the advocacy suggests that coalition with national and international NGOs to form a 
network for issue-based advocacy and greater alliance is necessary. In this sense, the 
advocacy would be more powerful in terms of representation and support.  
Crafting statements expressing demands from the potentially affected 
communities and citing them and reading them at conferences is an example of the 
strategies employed by the RCC. On 6 July 2007, Chhit Samath of NGO Forum, Kim 
Sangha of 3SPN and Tep Bunnarith of CEPA, on behalf of RCC, issued a statement 
titled “Cambodia-Vietnam Mekong Committees Exclude Dam-Affected People from 
Meeting to Review Impacts of Se San Hydro Development: Rivers Coalition of 
Cambodia Calls for Fair Review Process”. The statement addressed reasons why the 
RCC boycotted the meeting invitation from CNMC and VNMC (organised on 5 July) to 
comment on the Sesan EIA; namely, the exclusion of dam-affected people and their 
concerns and poor records of public participation.  
The Rivers Coalition of Cambodia regrets that the National Mekong Committees 
excluded dam affected communities and calls upon the committees and their 
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international donors to organise a proper public consultation in full recognition 
of the rights of citizens affected by hydropower development and in accordance 
with international best practice for public consultation. 
(www.internationalrivers.org) 
In addition, the RCC demanded an inclusive participation process which involved the 
potentially affected communities and ensured that the communities participated fully in 
the impact assessment process and other necessary discussions. In addition to the 
statement issued in July 2007, the statement issued on 16 November 2007 asked the 
MRC to play a more proactive role in facilitating transboundary water management in 
the era of fast paced dam development on the Mekong River (such as the Don Sahong 
dam in South of Laos and the Sambor dam on the Mekong mainstream in Cambodia). 
The RCC indicated clearly in the statement that the lesson learnt from the Yali Falls 
Dam and its profound transboundary impacts needed to be drawn upon, and urged the 
MRC to find a remedy for transboundary problems caused by dams in transboundary 
rivers such as the Mekong. “The MRC should act quickly to ensure that regional 
studies, dialogue, and consultation are initiated and carried out” (RCC, 2007). The RCC 
urged for transparency and accountability in both publications and decision-making 
processes.  
While the case of Yali Falls has highlighted the urgent need for greater 
accountability and transparency among stakeholders and the need for improved 
public participation within a project’s decision-making processes, other dams on 
the Sesan have continued to be developed in a non-transparent manner without 
adequate consideration for downstream impacts. (RCC, 2007) 
In May 2009, the RCC launched the study of Lower Sesan 2 dam titled “Best 
Practices in Compensation and Resettlement for Large Dams: The Case of the Planned 
Lower Sesan 2 Hydropower Project in North-eastern Cambodia”. The report 
highlighted the poor practices of public participation in the EIA process, the exclusion 
of the affected people and the poor compensation and resettlement plan. In particular, 
the report called for a full recognition of the principles of best practice which take full 
account of impacts and expand inclusion of the affected communities in the EIA process, 
the preparation of an environmental management plan, public consultation, and a study 
of transboundary and cumulative impacts, as well as the design of resettlement plans 
and compensation. The reference to the principle of best practice refers to resettlement 
and compensation as well as the full engagement by the potentially affected and affected 
communities in the public participation process around the EIA and compensation 
payments. The concept of best practice also referred to the grievance redress procedure 
and the securing of land rights after the relocation of the affected communities. 
According to Baird (2009) for the RCC:  
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It is particularly important to incorporate good public participation into 
environmental and social impact assessment for projects that are expected to 
have heavy impacts, such as the Lower Sesan 2 dam. Informed participation is the 
hallmark of good quality environmental and social impact assessments 
worldwide. (p. 15)  
The report became an important advocacy tool for arguing for rights of the 
affected communities to be included in the EIA process and public participation 
processes around the Lower Sesan 2 Dam. It was referred to when the discussion of dam 
impacts took place at the Lower Sesan 2 training workshop on 23-24 June, 2010 and 
became a point of reference for arguing for a better approach and process to expand the 
inclusion of the affected communities in the EIA process and relevant public 
participation. The key recommendations raised in the report mirrored the key 
community statements and demands laid out in the community statements.  
On 20 August 2009, the RCC issued a media advisory under the heading “New 
report finds planned lower Sesan 2 hydropower dam fails to uphold best practice 
standard”. It advocated the application of a ‘best practice’ approach in Sesan hydropower 
development where the environmental and social impacts of the dams on Sesan are fully 
considered. It stated:  
The study neglected to consult with communities located upstream and 
downstream of the dam site and those located inside the planned reservoir were 
not provided substantial information regarding the dam’s potential impacts. The 
process was not participatory and did not promote open and meaningful dialogue. 
The public participation is considered the most fundamental aspect of any EIA 
process, with evidence from around the world suggesting that the more the 
public is involved in assessment processes, the more accurate and useful such 
processed tend to be. (RCC, 2009)   
In the case of Lower Sesan 2, Mr. V, an officer from CEPA further noted:  
Though the decision on Lower Sesan 2 is made, the standing point for advocacy 
right now is to ensure that the affected people get appropriate compensation and 
the resettlement plan is satisfied and properly implemented including the 
potential obstacles around livelihood at the new place is explored at this stage. 
We need to make sure that the ones who relocated are not worse off. (Mr. V, 
CEPA officer, interview dated 25 November, 2011) 
In sum, the role of RCC is prominent and it acts as the bridge between the local 
network (which is the 3SPN), issue-based networks (other NGOs with concerns about 
dam development and their impacts), the national NGO network (such as NGO Forum) 
and the international network (such as International Rivers). The formation of the RCC 
Page | 151 
 
as a coalition demonstrated collective forces where local concerns were transposed into 
a national advocacy agenda, and perhaps regional advocacy, to seek justice for the dam-
affected people on the Sesan River. This role exemplifies the interconnection between 
the local, national and international levels and is considered to be a strong model for 
networking for advocacy regarding issues of Sesan hydropower development. The role 
of the RCC also exemplifies the importance that networks play in structuring issue-
based advocacy, collective voices and collective actions and multi-scale advocacy to gain 
powerful forces over the processes of dam decisions on the Sesan River.   
Ms. P, NGO Forum expressed her views:  
We (the NGO Forum) work with 3SPN and other NGOs to further concerns 
from the dam affected communities to national government officers and other key 
actors. We act like a bridge that connects the local communities especially 
affected people from dam development on the Sesan River to the national 
government officers; we also try to enhance information sharing amongst them 
and ensure that they are in dialogue regarding the dam issues on Sesan.  
Through RCC, it is one channel to enhance that process. (Ms. P, NGO Forum 
stated at the Mekong Forum, dated 13 November, 2011)  
The NGOs advocacy in respect to dams on the Sesan River is quite fluid and 
dynamic; the context of each dam, its location and the position of NGOs and the 
alliances play important roles in shaping the way the advocacy is crafted and played out. 
The NGO Forum, which is based in Phnom Penh, acts like the secretariat to the RCC 
and is the coordinator amongst the NGOs. Partnership with national and international 
NGOs is a central asset for the 3SPN to advance the issue of dam impacts at higher 
scales of governance. Network building has expanded into the coalition which reflects 
the multi-scale advocacy where national, international and local NGOs and concerned 
organisations team up for greater and stronger voices. The coalition also means 
connecting the issue-based advocacy of resistance against Sesan dams with a wider 
campaign such as Sesan-Sekong-Srepok-Mekong and expanding the representation of 
the affected communities. In the researcher’s view, although the network has achieved 
the linking of local livelihood struggles to national water resources development and 
transboundary governance, key challenges remain in gaining greater access to the 
decision-making process on water resources development in the context of Sesan 
hydropower development.   
The preceding discussion of how integration and participation are conceived and 
practised in the Sesan advocacy uses the case of 3SPN. Fundamental critiques of the 
Sesan hydropower development process include the integration of the interconnected 
hydrological-ecological-social scales of river changes and social-economic consequences 
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of transboundary impacts into water resources planning and the decision-making 
process of the Sesan dams. The integration envisaged by the 3SPN represents broad 
arrays of integrations (livelihood concerns, rights of the dam-affected people and risks 
associated with dam impacts) into the environmental issues and concerns for social 
justice. On the participation point, the demand for participation includes the inclusive 
participation of the dam-affected people in the process of impact assessment and 
necessary impact studies, as well as the decision-making processes around dam 
development on the Sesan River. Meaningful participation means acknowledging the 
right of the affected people, engaging them meaningfully in the impact assessment 
process of Sesan dams and integrating their opinions into the design of environment 
management plans, compensation measures, resettlement plans and related dam 
decision-making processes.  
6.4 Conclusion 
 
The case of 3SPN shows how the character of the movement and its terrain of 
resistance have taken into account the historical, social and political context of the Sesan 
River. At the heart of the movement is the environmental injustice issue resulting from 
the operation of the Sesan dams. It encompasses the issue of mal-distribution of costs 
and benefits associated with dams, the absence of recognition of the affected people and 
the lack of participation by the dam-affected people. Mobilizing collective actions of the 
dam affected people and demanding greater accountability in dam building are two 
important strategies for the 3SPN’s advocacy. The way in which the 3SPN network and 
movement operated and created a unified voice for those seeking environmental and 
social justice has managed to raise issues of dam impacts to the higher scale of 
governance such as national decision making processes.  
 
The network is operated as an ethno-environmental-social justice movement; the 
majority of people who are affected are ethnic minorities or indigenous people whose 
livelihoods rely heavily on Sesan resources. Their historical settlement along the Sesan 
River and their river-based livelihood, as well as traditional knowledge, form the deep 
attachment to Sesan or the so called “ecological ethnicity” (Parajuli, 1996 cited in 
Routledge, 2003 p. 251) of the Sesan people. Place-based activism around the issue of 
livelihood change caused by the Sesan dams is the key character of the movement. At 
the heart of the movement is an attempt to gain recognition of the people’s indigeneity 
as well as to acknowledge their culture and the culture of using river for their main 
livelihood, and for their rights to be included in Sesan development process. The 3SPN 
advocacy connects the grassroots struggle surrounding the Sesan dams with the 
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discourse of rights and environmental and social justice in order to seek greater 
recognition and enhance the participation of affected people in Sesan water resources 
development and decision-making processes.  
The collective actions of the 3SPN have been forced by the struggles of 
livelihood change, unjust development, and unequal distribution of impacts due to 
upstream hydropower development. Through network building, forming alliances, a 
plurality of movement strategies and diverse tactics, the ultimate goal is to expand a 
space of engagement in Sesan water resources development and increase the 
participation of the affected people in the Sesan hydropower decision-making process. 
Through this connection, resistance to dam developments on the Sesan reflect strategic 
acts that attempt to create a space of engagement within Sesan transboundary 
governance and to expand political opportunities for participation in the Sesan decision-
making process and to argue for community rights to be heard and to be included, and 
for procedural justice to be achieved. 3SPN has been effective in raising issues to higher 
levels of governance, but not in achieving materially improved outcomes for people 
along the river. The 3SPN has had a limited impact on the decision to build the dams in 
the 3S region, and all the dams that were planned have been constructed in Vietnam. 
Further evidence of 3SPN’s limited power can be seen in the planned contruction of 
Lower Sesan 2. 
The 3SPN’s terrain of resistance is canvassed by multi-scale advocacy strategies 
and the discourse of environmental and social justice. According to Escobar (2001), 
place-based struggles could be perceived as multi-scale network-oriented subaltern 
strategies of localisation. They encompass the defence of place and ecological and 
cultural attachment. In the case of the 3SPN, it is the river-based livelihood and culture 
of living. Through diverse arrays of advocacy strategies such as community 
mobilisation, crafting community statements, documenting impacts, attending meetings 
and workshops, protesting, and forming alliances and coalitions, the issues of dam 
impacts are communicated to a wider public and raised at higher scales of governance. 
Three key issues of distribution, recognition and participation are contextualised in the 
movement in order to gain leverage. Through diverse strategies and connecting with 
other NGOs who share similar concerns, the issue of dam impacts are strategically 
crafted to gain leverage. The unified visions of the affected people and their unified 
organisation portrayed through the 3SPN movement and its campaigns are a 
bargaining asset for the NGOs in the pursuit of environmental and social justice in the 
case of Sesan dams.  
Fundamentally, the recognition of indigenous rights in water resources 
development and the indigenous communities’ political rights to take part in 
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development process taking place on the Sesan are prerequisites for seeking procedural 
justice. The movement manages to also link the issue of environmental injustice in the 
Sesan with social concerns such as allowing indigenous voices to be heard in the 
development process and their rights to be included in the decision-making process in 
the Sesan. The recognition of their cultural life which relies strongly on the river, the 
knowledge of the river and associated social and economic losses due to the river 
changes is advocated strongly. In addition, integration within 3SPN advocacy also 
means the integration of their concerns and livelihood struggles into water resources 
planning and development and the decision-making process of Sesan dams. More 
importantly, authentic participation attempts to secure space for inclusive participation 
in the Sesan decision-making process where the affected people’s rights are 
acknowledged as well as their knowledge of the river and its changes and the river-
based livelihood which represents their cultural life.   
 
In conclusion, the integration and participation envisaged and portrayed in the 
3SPN vision and advocacy is that of democratic participation and justice whereby a 
space of engagement for the dam-affected people in the Sesan transboundary 
governance will be secured and enhanced. Through participation that is simply 
translated within IWRM, participative justice cannot be ensured because of the inability 
of those whose livelihoods are adversely affected by Sesan dam development to influence 
the decision-making process.  
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Chapter 7: Transboundary water management in the Sesan: 
contextualising IWRM  
 
We are encouraged by the achievements of the MRC and its Member Countries. Our joint 
efforts in the implementation of the Mekong Agreement have included strengthening 
dialogue on regional water resources development and facilitating a basin‐ wide, 
consultative planning process through an Integrated Water Resource Management 
(IWRM) approach. Hua Hin Declaration, MRC Summit, dated 5 April 2010 
 
7.1 Introduction 
 
The chapter articulates the discursive framing of Sesan transboundary water problems 
within the technocratic practices of integrated water resources management (IWRM) 
and the superficial convergence of local concerns and global water governance practices 
around integration and participation in order to understand how the framing shapes the 
politics of water resources management in the Sesan. As shown in this chapter, the ways 
in which integration and participation are framed are dependent on a scale orientation 
that reflects the concerns of the affected people and the civil society groups who work 
with them and on their behalf as explained in the previous chapter. IWRM addresses 
participation through a programmatic approach, rather than as a more organic and 
politicised mobilisation of concerns as demonstrated in the previous chapter.  
The need to promote sustainable development in the Mekong river basin brought 
IWRM into the foreground as a means where the environmental, social and economic 
goals of water resources development can be reconciled. Given that IWRM is the 
prevailing discourse regarding water resources management in the Sesan and has been 
adopted and implemented by development bank agents (such as World Bank (WB) and 
Asian Development Bank (ADB)), river basin organisations (such as Mekong River 
Commission (MRC)) and water managers to guide their planning in the Mekong and its 
tributaries such as the Sesan, IWRM is used as a case study in this research. The three 
modalities of the application of IWRM are examined in this chapter regarding actors’ 
conceptualisation of transboundary impacts in the Sesan and how they address the 
problems, as epitomised by their IWRM discourse and practices. In addition to the 
three IWRM initiatives promoted by the WB, ADB and MRC, two projects are 
illustrated. The STRIVER project attempts to promote transboundary IWRM in the 
Sesan, and the BRIDGE project, administrated by the IUCN, aims to build dialogue and 
promote transboundary governance in the 3S river basins. 
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The empirical evidence presented in this chapter pivots around the framing of 
Sesan transboundary water impacts in IWRM and the application of integration and 
participation in water resources management. This chapter also considers how the 
range of speeches, statements, policy documents, fieldwork and interview materials are 
understood in discourse terms, and the extent to which the Sesan key water players 
address Sesan transboundary impacts, as well as the inclusion/exclusion of affected 
communities in transboundary water resources planning and development.  
The main arguments presented in this chapter are:  
(a) IWRM is politically agnostic and blind in the context of Sesan hydropolitics. 
The current IWRM-led water resource planning in the Sesan, undertaken by 
the hegemonic actors such as development banks overlook the complexities of 
transboundary impacts and historical livelihood struggles of the affected 
communities. The decision to build dams on the Sesan has been dictated by 
wider political dynamics, economic interests and decision-making processes 
and the complex social implications of upstream hydropower development 
and resistance. These sheer complexities are not fully acknowledged in the 
IWRM planning process;  
 
(b) The empirical evidence presented in this chapter shows that integration and 
participation are deliberately interpreted to favour the position and interest of 
the hegemonic actors in order to impose their views of governance on others 
and control the space of engagement by the affected people. IWRM is a device 
used by hegemonic actors such as development bank agents and river basin 
managers to claim their legitimacy over Sesan water resources management 
and governance;  
 
(c) The historical, cultural, social and economic context of the Sesan hydropower 
development and livelihood struggles, as well as issue of injustices caused by 
the Sesan dams, are not fully acknowledged through participation as 
suggested by IWRM. The discourse of participation under IWRM, in the 
case of the Sesan, is a subterfuge. In practice, it means participation becomes 
programmatic and de-politicised;  
 
(d) In order to achieve transboundary governance in the Sesan, transboundary 
water management in the Sesan has to move beyond IWRM as a best practice 
approach toward strategic action for transboundary problems where the 
underlying social, cultural and political context of stakeholders (diversity and 
needs) are fully taken into account in water resources development and 
planning in the Sesan. 
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7.2 The concept of IWRM and its implementation by key water 
players in Sesan: historical timeline, key actors and key events 
 
As outlined in Chapter 3, due to the growing awareness of holistic water resources 
management which calls for sector integration and takes into account the interests of 
water stakeholders, IWRM emerged as the influential water resources management 
paradigm. The global concept of IWRM, which aims to enhance coordination between 
water resources sectors and stakeholder participation in water resources planning, has 
been adopted by the key water players in the Sesan river basin to guide transboundary 
water resources planning and management. The goal of IWRM implementation is to 
enhance stakeholders’ participation and integrate concerns from various stakeholders 
into transboundary water resources planning. In the context of Sesan water resources 
management, the IWRM concept has been adopted by the key Sesan water players such 
as river basin organisations and development banks as well as national water resources 
management agencies to promote sustainability in the Sesan.  
The modalities of the implementation of IWRM in the Sesan are seen in three 
initiatives: the Water Resource Assistance Strategy (MWRAS) of the WB and ADB 
focusing at the Mekong scale where the Sesan is identified as a transboundary hotspot 
for investment; the Mekong River Commission (MRC) IWRM-based basin 
development strategy where the Sesan is recognised as a transboundary sub-area under 
the basin-wide planning; the ADB IWRM in the 3S basins (Sesan, Sekong and Srepok 
river basins) project where IWRM in the Sesan is planning to enhance transboundary 
dialogue between the riparian countries. The differences in the way IWRM is 
interpreted and operationalized by the three actors are at the core of the investigation. 
The focus is on actors’ arguments towards addressing transboundary impacts and how 
integration and participation are conceived in the light of addressing transboundary 
problems. The three modalities are examined in terms of how the actors frame their 
arguments around transboundary impacts in their implementation of IWRM and how 
integration and participation are conceived and implemented. The analysis of IWRM 
focuses on how integration and participation are carried out based on the discourse 
analysis. In addition to the three projects, the BRIDGE project administrated by the 
IUCN and the STRIVER project, administrated by Norwegian Water Resources 
Agency, are articulated in terms of how they focus on the Sesan or the 3S river basin 
and promote integrative water resources planning.  
Historical timeline: implementation of IWRM by Sesan key water players 
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This section illustrates the processes of IWRM implementation which includes 
consultancy, stakeholder consultations, meetings and forums to debate the direction of 
IWRM and the coordination between national agencies and the three organisations, the 
World Bank, the Asian Development and the Mekong River Commission. The three 
main initiatives are noted: (1) the development of an IWRM-based basin strategy by the 
MRC; (2) the World Bank’s water resources assistance strategy; (3) the ADB-MRC 
IWRM in 3S project. In addition, the STRIVER project and BRIDGE project are 
articulated. STRIVER is a strategy and methodology for improved IWRM; it led to an 
integrated interdisciplinary assessment in four twinning river basins, funded by the 
European Commission, during 2006-2009 and led by the Norwegian Institute of Water 
Resources. The BRIDGE project was initiated in 2011 by the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature or IUCN. The initiatives draw attention to the role of donors in 
funding IWRM projects (such as the case of the MRC), leadership within the 
organisations which dictates the way in which IWRM is being applied, and stakeholder 
consultations which demonstrate how the concept of IWRM is translated into practice.  
Table 6. Historical timeline of IWRM implementation in the Mekong and Sesan. 
(Source: Author’s compilation from reports and other documents during discourse 
analysis) 
Year The adoption and implementation of IWRM and key events relevant to the Sesan 
2002  Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA) supported the 
implementation of IWRM at the BDP. The concept of IWRM is mainstreamed 
at the MRC which triggered the formulation of the Basin Development 
Programme - the key planning unit and plan envisaged for promoting 
sustainable development of the Mekong. 
 MRC Basin Development Programme (BDP) was formulated.  The Sesan is 
recognised as one of the sub-areas where planning and stakeholder participation 
takes place. The principle of IWRM was introduced for guiding basin-wide 
planning. 
2003  The MRC State of the Basin Report (2003) acknowledged the devastation of 
Sesan dams. It stated: “unannounced releases of water from the Yali Falls dam on 
the Sesan River in Vietnam have caused loss of life and property downstream in 
Cambodia and civil society groups in Cambodia have criticised Vietnam’s plans 
to develop more hydro projects on the Sesan”. (MRC, 2003b, p. 207) 
2004  Leadership of MRC passed from Mr Joern Christensen to the new CEO Dr 
Olivier Cogels. The agency’s mission was changed from “river basin 
management agency” to “IWRM-based investment facilitator”; 
 The MRC officially declared the adoption of the IWRM concept. The declaration 
was made at the MRC’s 11th Ministerial Council meeting, in Vientiane, Lao 
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PDR on 8-9 December 2004. IWRM is a key instrument for promoting 
sustainable development in the Mekong. 
2005  The MRC launched the IWRM “Strategic Direction for IWRM in the Lower 
Mekong Basin” which sets out the direction for Mekong planning for the 20 
years period (2006-2020);   
 The World Bank started their modelling work on water use assessment to get 
information for the Mekong Water Resources Assistance Strategy  
(MWRAS). The assessment was jointly carried out by WB and MRC modellers. 
2006  The World Bank and ADB joined hands for the formulation of MWRAS, 
announced in June 2006. The Sesan was identified as an important 
transboundary hotspot for water resources investment;   
 The BDP 2 Team at the MRC was formulated. IWRM-led planning process is 
continued with support from DANIDA; 
 ADB Technical Assistance on 3S Rivers was formulated. Titled the “Sesan, 
Sekong, and Srepok River Basins Development Study in Cambodia, Laos PDR 
and Vietnam” (TA number 40082), it was launched in December 2006. The 
adoption of IWRM to guide transboundary water management in the 3S basins 
(Sekong, Sesan and Srepok) is explicitly stated; 
 The Environmental Criteria for Hydropower Project (ECSHD) was formalised 
in 2006 as a platform to develop tools that will assist decision-making on 
sustainable hydropower development in the Mekong River Basin. The ECSHD is 
led by the MRC, WWF and ADB; hydropower sustainability is the focus, 
together with the integration of environmental implications of hydropower into 
hydropower sector development;   
 The STRIVER project was formulated. It attempts to provide recommendations 
to decision makers in the Sesan. The first STRIVER workshop in the Sesan was 
organised to raise awareness of IWRM and to identify transboundary impacts, 
and to institute actions to deal with impacts and cross-border management.     
2007  The BDP 2 team was launched, (fully operational in 2008). The BDP 2 was 
designed to institutionalise the participatory planning process established during 
BDP Phase 1 and to further develop the assessment tools and IWRM-based 
planning capacity in order to produce a rolling IWRM-based Basin Development 
Plan. The Sesan is identified as a transboundary sub-basin where cross-border 
water resources planning and development are prioritised;   
 The role of the MRC was criticised strongly at this time. The International 
Rivers Network (IRN) referred to this period as the “MRC’s crisis of legitimacy”. 
The IRN and other civil society organisations sent a letter to the MRC asking 
for proactive management of mainstream dam issues and a reconsideration of 
dams on the Mekong mainstream. 
2008  A change in leadership of the MRC CEO took place. Dr Jeremy Bird replaced Dr 
Olivier Cogels. The strategic direction of the MRC changed from “IWRM-based 
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investment facilitator” to “IWRM-based 4R approach (responsibility, relevance 
of organization, risk reduction and regional cooperation)”. The official 
announcement was made on 13 February, 2008 with the focus on moving 
towards the agreed IWRM-based basin-wide strategy; 
 The 1st Regional Consultation Meeting was organised by the MRC BDP in 
Vientiane, Lao PDR on 12-13 March 2008. The objectives were to announce the 
BDP 2, engage with a broad range of basin stakeholders to discuss opportunity 
and constraints for water resources planning and to reaffirm the adoption of the 
IWRM concept for guiding transboundary planning in the Mekong; 
 ADB Technical Assistance on 3S was formulated: titled “Sesan, Srepok and 
Sekong River Basins Development Study in Cambodia, Laos PDR and Vietnam” 
(TA number 6367);  
 The 3rd STRIVER Sesan workshop was organised, 3-4 December 2008. MRC 
and STRIVER co-organised the meeting. The meeting emphasised the necessity 
for an update of the national law and for enhancing capacity and participation, all 
of which are vital for Sesan good governance.  
2009  The STRIVER final conference was organised, 28-29 May 2009, in Brussels 
where IWRM implementation and lessons learnt were shared with the key 
project stakeholders. The Sesan was used as a pilot case study and information 
was shared about its experience in using IWRM for transboundary planning;   
 The 2nd BDP Stakeholder Consultation meeting was organised by the MRC 
BDP, 15-16 October 2009 at Chiang Rai, Thailand. Its main objectives were the 
sharing of emerging knowledge on basin water resources development, seeking 
inputs from stakeholders on the approach and the BDP process and the 
facilitation of dialogue between the BDP and stakeholders; 
 The ADB-MRC 3S study team organised the basin consultation workshops in 
Stung Treng on the 19-20 November 2009, and in Ratanakiri from the 23-27 
November 2009. The objectives were to provide a platform for stakeholders at 
the district and commune level to identify the current development situations 
and to share their views on the future direction of water resources development; 
2010  The Cambodia 3S national workshop was organised by the Cambodia National 
Mekong Committee on 26-27 April 2010 in Mondukiri province. The goal was 
to share ideas from the 3S Road Map, discuss 3S issues with diverse 
stakeholders, address current challenges and threats and improve collaboration 
and coordination at different scales within the river basin; 
 A transboundary meeting on the 3S river basins was organised by the ADB and 
MRC in Ban Me Thout, Vietnam from the 31 May-2 June 2010. The goals were 
to discuss visions, trends, and the current situation of the 3S river basin and to 
analyse the main transboundary issues in the 3S. NGO representatives, the 
governor of Ratanakiri province and others shared perspectives on livelihood 
changes related to 3S development; 
 An MRC Summit was organised to showcase the commitment of the four 
countries and to reaffirm the principle of IWRM, in Hua Hin, Thailand on 5-9 
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April 2010. The Hua Hin Declaration spelt out the significance of IWRM in 
transboundary river planning and the importance of countries engaging in 
dialogues. Before the Summit, the transboundary water resources management 
conference was organised on 2 April 2010 to share experiences with the other 
river basin regarding how the IWRM concept is implemented; such as Senegal 
and Danube River Basin Commission 
 In July 2010, the rapid basin-wide hydropower sustainability assessment tool or 
RSAT was tested in a two day multi-stakeholder regional workshop for the 3S 
transboundary river basin. The RSAT is the product of the joint assessment of 
WWF, MRC, ADB and United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) and Hydro-Tasmania Consulting;     
 The 3rd Regional Consultation Meeting was organised by the MRC BDP in 
Vientiane Lao PDR on 29-30 July 2010. The main objectives were to discuss the 
results of the basin-wide scenario assessment and the draft IWRM-based Basin 
Development Strategy; 
 An initiative for sustainable hydropower 2011-2015 was launched by the MRC. 
The document aims is to guide the integration of hydropower into basin-wide 
planning at the Lower Mekong scale. 
2011  The IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy was approved by the MRC. The 
strategy is the first of its kind. It is tailor-made for large and resource-rich river 
systems like the Mekong and defines holistic and transboundary approaches for 
current and proposed developments.  
 The IUCN launched the global BRIDGE project (Building River Dialogue and 
Governance) which aim to build water governance capacities through learning, 
demonstration, leadership and consensus building, in particular in transboundary 
river basin (www.iucn.org). The 3S river basin is one of the project areas selected 
for implementing the IWRM for promoting governance. 
 
The table presents how the concept of IWRM is translated into processes, events and 
meetings in the Mekong and Sesan where diverse stakeholders are engaged. The 
IWRM processes connote actors’ interpretations of what IWRM means and the goal of 
IWRM adoption, and the mission of the organisation. The next section articulates how 
the IWRM concept is carried out and how integration and participation are envisaged 
and undertaken within the respective initiatives.  
7.3 World Bank IWRM implementation at the Mekong scale: 
IWRM-based water resources assistance strategy (MWRAS) 
 
Storyline of the IWRM planning: regional economic integration is priority  
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The World Bank’s adoption of IWRM aimed to improve the Bank’s investment in water 
resources development in the Mekong and to guide the IWRM-based Mekong 
Assistance Strategy. The 3S river basins (Sesan, Sekong and Srepok) are envisaged by 
the World Bank as a platform for transboundary resources planning and water 
infrastructure projects and investments; the coordination between large infrastructure 
project and community-based initiatives is feasible and it is the way forward for 
transboundary water resources management (World Bank, 2006). The strategy 
highlights the coherence of community-driven development (and natural resource 
component) and heavy infrastructure investment such as hydropower.  
 
The ADB and the World Bank co-launched the Mekong Water Resources 
Assistance Strategy (MWRAS) in 2006. The strategy indicated the necessity to conduct 
water resources planning at sub-basin scales such as transboundary tributaries. The 
strategy implied that integration means addressing water and its related sectors and 
needs and enhances coordination of the needs in the sub-basin scale (World Bank, 2006). 
Enhancing dialogue, policy coherence and investments at the sub-basin, national and 
regional levels is one of the goals. The Bank said:  
“Balanced development” should be the driving principle for the management  
and development of the Mekong River water resources in the coming years. This 
will require addressing the trade-off choices—thus far avoided thanks to the 
buffer potential of the river and the very low development levels—that will need 
to be made between economic, social and environmental values; between the 
competing interests of the riparian countries; and between the different sectors 
and beneficiary groups at the sub-basin level. Importantly, the benefits of 
investments or water management decisions need to be distributed more 
equitably, through seeking win-win solutions, through complementary programs, 
or through compensation. This can be achieved by applying the resource 
management and planning principles of Integrated Water Resources 
Management (IWRM). (World Bank, 2006, p. 4) 
 
One of the critical parts of the answer to sustainable development lies in better 
integration of planning at the regional, national and sub-basin levels. (World 
Bank, 2006, p. 32)  
 
Preparing for practical water management and development at the scale of the 
Lower Mekong Basin with all stakeholders is, however, not feasible. The scale is 
too large, crowding out locally important considerations. The externalities and 
inter-linkages are too complex and do not allow common platforms for 
stakeholders to discuss their mutual dependencies and competitions. 
Furthermore, the key decision-makers, i.e., the countries, would not necessarily 
have to be involved in all issues. (World Bank, 2006, p. 32) 
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The Bank indicated that planning is more feasible at the sub-basin level where diverse 
stakeholders could share their concerns and engage. At the Mekong Regional Dialogue 
which took place in Vientiane in 2006, P. Illangovan, representing the World Bank, 
shared the concern: “by disengaging from difficult, complex issues – as is often the case 
with large water projects – the Bank was losing credibility, and was not fully using 
some of its internal skills and comparative advantages” (p. 21). Civil society 
participating in the meeting raised their concerns that the meeting is a venue to gain 
support for the MWRAS and legitimise their planning direction. “Participation in a 
dialogue cannot substitute for more detailed, in-depth stakeholder consultation on 
significant, specific issues” (IUCN, IWMI, TEI, & MPOWER, 2007, p. 11). The Bank 
needs to strictly follow the environmental and social assessment policies and standards 
undertaken for the project in the 3S. Governance mechanisms should be designed to 
hold the Bank accountable to the public’s concerns and critiques of the projects and the 
planning direction envisaged by the Bank.  
 
The Sesan has been chosen as a transboundary hotspot and sub-basin planning 
unit, as identified in the MWRAS. The justifications for choosing sub-basins are that 
there are three major transboundary hotspots where water resources investments would 
be promoted and improved: the Cambodia 3S region, where the World Bank would 
promote a community-driven project as part of heavy infrastructure development; the 
Thai-Lao inter-basin joint water management to address water scarcity and shortages 
in Thailand; and the Vietnam Mekong Delta with its potential for wetland and flood 
management. As highlighted in the case of the Sesan, the Bank claimed that community-
driven initiatives and heavy infrastructure development could go hand in hand, if 
planning is guided by the IWRM guidelines (World Bank, 2006). The Bank stated: 
The sub-basins of the Sesan-Srepok shared by Cambodia and Viet Nam, and the 
adjacent sub-basin of the Sekong shared by Lao PDR and Cambodia, and with 
economic interest of Viet Nam, (are areas) where community-driven development 
and natural resources components can meaningfully complement and add value 
to "heavy infrastructure" investments such as hydropower and the 
flood/navigation/ agriculture/wetland nexus in the delta, shared by Viet Nam 
and Cambodia. (World Bank, 2006, p. 7)   
 
Water and water-related sectors in the 3S area need to be integrated (i.e. hydropower, 
irrigation, flood protection) in order to achieve joint cross-border multi-purpose 
development of the basin. The countries will achieve their economic goal while benefits 
to the local communities are maximised. The Bank justifies its efforts to gain support 
from civil society, NGOs, local communities and local governance through the 
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establishment of a river basin organisation (RBO). The RBO is the platform to achieve 
integration where the voices of stakeholders and their concerns are coordinated into 
planning at the sub-basin scale.  
Uroj Malik, ADB Director of Agriculture, Environment and Natural Resources 
Division presented the MWRAS at the Mekong Regional Dialogue. He explained:  
According to the World Bank and ADB, these focus areas were chosen because 
they were already, or in the future might be, attracting large investment funds 
from either development Banks or the private sector and are of major interest to 
the governments of Cambodia, the Lao PDR, Thailand and Viet Nam. (IUCN, et 
al., 2007, p. 30)  
Civil society and NGOs raised their concerns at the meeting that they were not part of 
any consultation process for MWRAS development, despite the claim made by the WB 
in MWRAS that ‘heavy stakeholder consultations’ were organised during MWRAS 
development. Enhanced civil society participation will assure a greater sense of 
ownership of the MWRAS. 
 
Numerous meetings and discussions occurred between 2005 and 2006 with 
governments and donors with very limited, if any, civil society participation 
sought. Acquiring perspectives from other sectors is an important process 
of gaining understanding and ownership. (IUCN, et al., 2007, p. 70)  
 
The promotion of the Banks’ water resources projects and investments were 
behind the adoption of IWRM for the development of the MWRAS. The World Bank 
further suggested that IWRM “can meaningfully complement existing or new heavy 
infrastructure investments such as hydropower” (World Bank, 2006, p. 7). The World 
Bank’s vision of the way to deal with the impacts is illustrated in the following:  
 
Many of the negative impacts of dams and reservoirs are local in nature. This 
calls for measures and programs to compensate local communities that depend on 
fisheries, wetlands, and the natural cycle of floods and droughts, and thus calls 
for integrated sub-basin development in a socially and environmentally balanced 
way. (World Bank, 2006, p. 36)    
 
Integration, as envisaged by the Bank, takes place at the sub-basin scale where issues of 
livelihood changes caused by water resources development in the Sesan are considered; 
and at the national scale where policies on water resources are discussed and 
coordinated. 
 
Public scrutiny of the MWRAS: MWRAS is ‘the megadam-based strategy’ 
Page | 165 
 
The vision that the WB and ADB indicated in their strategy might just lead to more 
investment as far as the civil society was concerned (IUCN, et al., 2007). According to 
the IRN, “The strategy (MWRAS) is reactionary, dishonest and cynical” 
(www.internationalrivers.org). The IRN further stated that the Bank was clearly 
promoting large scale infrastructure in sub-basins, such as the Sesan, and putting the 
hydraulic engineering approach for fixing water problems back into the sub-basin 
without acknowledging the complexities of the existing transboundary problem and the 
struggles of the locally-affected communities. Furthermore, as articulated in the IRN’s 
statement, “If put into effect, it (MWRAS) would benefit the big dam lobby and private 
water companies but only worsen poverty, water shortages and the dire condition of the 
world’s rivers”. The MWRAS appeared irrational; the mission of the Bank (in relation 
to the promotion of large scale hydropower) was legitimised by claiming the principle of 
IWRM as a planning tool. The MWRAS was not popular among the civil society and 
NGOs in the Mekong. Expansion of participation should be enhanced. Middleton and 
Lee (2007) stipulated:  
The MWRAS must not assume the main stakeholder of the Mekong River to be 
only the national governments as it does presently. Confining the role of affected 
communities to recipients of mitigation measures under community-based 
programmes does not constitute participation. Past experiences with such 
programs provide little assurance that they will succeed in restoring, let alone 
improving, the lives and livelihoods of communities affected by large-scale 
infrastructure. (Middleton & Lee, 2007, p. 19) 
 
According to Middleton et al. (2010), the MWRAS drew wide criticism from civil 
society groups.  
 
It (MWRAS) promotes the construction of controversial water infrastructure 
projects in three sub-regions of the Mekong basin where transboundary impacts 
would occur; that includes dams, irrigation schemes and water transfer projects. 
(Middleton, Garcia, & Foran, 2010, p. 43)  
 
The IRN concluded their statement with, “The Bank promotes the megadam-based 
strategies of the 20th century as the solution for the 21st century water problem”. 
(www.internationalrivers.org).   
 
Civil society and the NGOs in the Mekong criticised the MWRAS in three major 
areas: first, the consultation process for MWRAS development; second, the vision of 
water resources development; and third, the selection of pilot areas for planning. When 
the MWRAS was presented at the Mekong Water Dialogue, organised by the World 
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Conservation Union or IUCN and the Thailand Environment Institute (TEI), civil 
society and NGOs that were concerned about the MWRAS drafted a letter from the 
convenors of the Mekong Regional Water Dialogues, dated 25 September 2006, to Ian 
Makin of the ADB stating their case that “rhetorical adoption of the IWRM will not 
lead to equity.”  The criticism and recommendation of the MWRAS clearly 
demonstrated the weakness of community participation within the MWRAS, its lack of 
transparency and the tokenistic nature of stakeholders’ consultations. Civil society 
called for their greater involvement in the development of the MWRAS. Without 
community participation in the MWRAS, the strategy was seen as simply tokenistic 
(IUCN, et al., 2007). 
 
A more transparent assessment on water resources development ‘needs’ in the 
Mekong river basin would be welcomed. MWRAS is choosing to focus on the 
Thai-Lao water diversions, the Sesan-Srepok-Sekong hydropower, and the 
Cambodia-Viet Nam Delta irrigation. The reasons for selecting these areas 
should be better explained by the MWRAS working paper authors. Why these 
areas? Why now? The MWRAS studies should build on the existing knowledge 
about the three sub-basins, instead of supporting additional studies which just 
recycle what already exists. There are many regional actors who could contribute 
to these studies. (IUCN, et al., 2007, p. 73) 
 
The MWRAS governance mechanisms should be innovatively designed and built 
on a multi-stakeholder participatory approach. This can begin with making the 
roles of the WB, ADB, MRC and donors in the MWRAS clear to the public. 
(p.73) 
 
Beyond MWRAS: World Bank and MRC cooperation on IWRM projects 
 
The WB pushed the IWRM further into practice. The IWRM project at the MRC was 
established in 2009. “The MRC’s Mekong IWRM Project follows the IWRM approach 
with the aim to institutionalise its principles across the MRC in a coordinated way that 
proactively involves all programmes as well as relevant national authorities” 
(www.mrcmekong.org). MRC member countries, AusAid and the World Bank are 
partners in this project. The project attempts to implement the IWRM concept at 
regional, transboundary and national levels.  
 
On 17 March 2009, during the second meeting for preparation of the project, the 
meeting agreed to enhance the linkages between its regional and transboundary 
components. In the case of the Sesan, it stated that: 
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Member countries strongly request for the regional component to facilitate 
actual transboundary cooperation such as the pilot application, procedures, 
guidelines and tools through the establishment of River Basin Organization in 
Sesan. (MRC, 2010b, p. 8)  
 
The attempt to establish the RBO was the model that was agreed upon by the four 
MRC member countries. The implementation of IWRM by the World Bank for 
MWRAS development reveals that the concept of IWRM was interpreted and reshaped 
by the Bank to fit in with the Bank’s core mission of promoting water resources 
development, hydraulic engineering and large scale infrastructure. It became a device 
for legitimisation. Some commentators have argued that the MWRAS has been 
developed as a strategic instrument for enhancing investment (AMRC, 2007). The 
Australian Mekong Resources Centre commented about the integration: 
 
The pending integration of MWRAS into Mekong River development projects 
may serve as an opportunity to reconcile the past antagonism between 
development and environmental concerns. As the pressure on the environment 
intensifies, the need for a clear strategy that integrates environmental 
considerations with development pressure, without undermining ecological 
processes, is heightened. The extent to which MWRAS is able to acknowledge 
and redress its current limitations as raised in this brief will be critical for it 
achieving the objectives stated in the document, i.e. development alleviating 
poverty without undermining ecological systems. (AMRC, 2007, p. 4) 
 
The case of the MWRAS clearly shows that the IWRM concept has been 
appropriated by the banks to legitimise their conventional planning where large scale 
infrastructure and economic development are promoted. Without considering the social 
and historical struggles of the communities and the water problems that the 
communities are facing and the historical problems around the Sesan dams, IWRM-led 
planning at the sub-basin scale such as the Sesan is meaningless. It is largely geared to 
the technocratic vision of the Banks and their consultants. The vision for integration 
within the MWRAS means the following: the integration of water and the related 
sectors and needs (i.e. hydropower, irrigation and flood control), and integration of 
stakeholder’s needs and voices through planning at the sub-basin scale and dialogue at 
the RBO level. In summary, the way in which IWRM is applied in transboundary 
planning for achieving the goal of MWRAS, according to the World Bank model, is the 
way to uphold legitimacy. According to Molle, “IWRM is used to uphold and give 
legitimacy to conventional developmental approaches” (Molle, 2008, p. 153). 
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7.4 MRC’s IWRM: IWRM-based basin development strategy 
 
The purpose of this section is to reflect on the role of the MRC in facilitating the 
discussions between concerned parties on the issues around transboundary uses and 
conflict. The section begins with an illustration of the role of the MRC in handling 
transboundary water conflict, as perceived by civil society. Then, the discussion sheds 
light on the IWRM discourse adopted for promoting sustainability in the Mekong 
water resources development and the ways in which the Sesan river basin is imagined 
and managed within the IWRM implementation.  
Civil society organisations have been critical of the effectiveness of the MRC as a 
river basin commission in dealing with transboundary impacts. Civil society and 
concerned NGOs pushed the MRC to take the lead in facilitating the conflict 
management and mediation between Cambodia and Vietnam. In regard to the Yali Falls 
conflict the MRC, as the river basin organisation, was asked to facilitate the 
negotiations between Cambodia and Vietnam in order to address the conflict. The MRC 
established a fact finding mission and undertook a study on Sesan water quality and 
reported the result to the meeting attended by civil society and concerned NGOs. Joern 
Kristensen wrote to the Phnom Penh Post to report the MRC position on the Yali Falls 
conflict. He stated: 
With regard to the Yali Falls Dam, MRC at the request of the governments of 
Cambodia and Vietnam facilitated the establishment of a joint committee to 
discuss the environmental impact, management, adverse effects, the dams’ water 
release and future construction. MRC continues to facilitate meetings of this 
Committee through the provision of expert advice from the MRC Secretariat. 
The meetings are coordinated by the governments of Vietnam and Cambodia. 
MRC cannot dictate the direction of decisions that the committee makes. That is 
the responsibility of the two governments concerned. (19 July, 2002) 
The CEO claimed that the MRC is not in an appropriate position to directly put 
forward the NGOs complaints to the government or facilitate the discussions. He 
concluded: 
MRC is strongly committed to resolving trans-boundary issues, to developing 
partnerships with civil society organization to developing collaborative 
relationships with MRC member governments to facilitate development that 
benefits the people of the Lower Mekong Basin. (Phnom Penh Post, dated 19 July, 
2002)  
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Based on the firm position expressed by the CEO, what the MRC could do was to 
continue to engage with civil society and NGOs and raise awareness of the dam impacts 
and transboundary issues as well as enhance a better understanding about the role of 
the MRC in the region. In 2003, the MRC reported the Yali Falls conflict and its 
devastation in the MRC State of the Basin Report. It stated: 
Concern about the development of hydro projects in the basin has grown in 
recent years. For example, in Thailand, the Pak Mun project has been criticised 
for significantly reducing the fishery in the Moon River and causing other 
problems. Unannounced releases of water from the Yali Falls dam on the Sesan 
River in Vietnam have caused loss of life and property downstream in Cambodia 
and civil society groups in Cambodia have criticised Vietnam’s plans to develop 
more hydro projects on the Sesan. (MRC, 2003b, p. 207)  
Recognition that the Sesan Yali Falls Dam caused devastating effects to the livelihoods 
of the downstream Cambodian communities marked an important step towards 
cooperation between Vietnam and Cambodia to address transboundary issues with 
facilitation by the MRC. In late 2003, the NGO Forum shared insights into the efforts 
to persuade the MRC to be more proactive in solving the Sesan conflict. NGO Forum 
told Phnom Penh Post: 
  
The Cambodian government had been working through the MRC to persuade 
Vietnam to mitigate the devastation caused by Yali Falls (but) talks have so far 
produced only pledges for cooperation on future studies and early warning for 
water releases from Sesan dams. (26 March, 2004) 
 
The MRC denied responsibility as the key conflict mediator; instead, it preferred to 
share information and come up with scientific study to support the negotiations that 
may arise. The Post referred to the MRC’s response which stated: 
 
The MRC does not have any supra-national powers. The MRC is not an NGO 
but an agency of its member governments; it exists to serve its member 
governments and through them, the people of the river basin. (Phnom Penh Post, 
dated 26 March, 2004) 
 
The role of the MRC became ambiguous and its legitimacy was scrutinised regarding 
the issue of the Sesan dams and Mekong. According to 3SPN,  
 
The MRC has inadequately handling the problem. The role and mandate of the 
MRC remains unclear. After raising the Sesan issue with the MRC, they 
responded that they are not the police and their CEO also mentioned that they 
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can’t find a solution without the request from each government. (3SPN, 2005, p. 
5) 
 
Concerned NGOs and civil society asked the MRC to play a more proactive role in 
managing transboundary and dam impacts and to act as a conflict mediator. Rethinking 
the role of MRC as a basin commission and as conflict mediator were two key important 
aspects. The concerns were raised at the Public Forum on Sharing the Mekong. This 
public forum prepared before the MRC Summit where the vision for Mekong 
development and transboundary planning will be discussed. The Public Forum on 
Sharing the Mekong organised in April 2010 by Towards Ecological Recovery and 
Regional Alliance (TERRA), Mekong Energy and Ecology Network (MEE Net) and 
Save the Mekong, highlighted the need for the MRC to rethink its role as the river 
basin organisation with regards to handling the transboundary issues and conflict in the 
Mekong as well as its tributaries and transboundary water resources management in 
the era of a rising number of large dams on the Lower Mekong. The forum was 
organised in the way that questioned the spirit of the MRC Summit and its role in 
conflict management and prevention of Mekong mainstream dams. Witoon 
Permpongsacharoen, representing MEE Net at the meeting, commented on the work of 
the MRC’s BDP and critiqued that the planning process was based on a short-term 
vision of energy planning. It did not take into account the energy demands and 
renewable electricity technologies as options to hydropower development for energy 
supplies in the region. The IWRM-led planning process, claimed by the BDP, had no 
contribution to shape the hydropower decision-making project or to support an 
informed decision on hydropower development in the Lower Mekong, Witoon further 
added. Mekong transboundary planning should be accountable to the local people 
because it is about their future, their lives and livelihoods that rely on them. Carl 
Middleton, Faculty of Political Sciences, Chulalongkorn University pointed out that the 
plan should place an emphasis on livelihood and take into account the cultural and 
environmental values of the river. The civil society concerns were that the current 
position of the MRC undermined its trust and accountability as a river basin 
organisation.  
 
On the point of the MRC’s position in handling transboundary water issues and 
conflict, Lee and Scurrah (2009) conducted a detailed study to assess the role of the 
MRC in conflict prevention and management in the case of Lower Mekong mainstream 
dams. They revealed that the MRC was facing governance issues and was being 
challenged in its role as the river basin commission. They concluded that the role of the 
MRC is often criticised by the basin stakeholders as lacking in direction in conflict 
mediation and management. In the case of transboundary conflicts, the MRC is only 
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accountable to the member states and follows their needs and interests and remains 
unaccountable to the public. They expressed concern “there are considerable challenges 
to realising meaningful stakeholder engagement, given that MRC is not directly 
accountable to the public according to its institutional mandate” (p. 21). In the case of 
transboundary conflicts, such as the case of Yali Falls, they posited:  
 
While in principle, community interests are represented by the NMCs, in 
practice, when a community or national civil society group working with 
communities has concerns about or has been affected by a development project, it 
is very difficult for them to get their concerns raised through these 
administrative structures (it means the NMCs). As the case of the Yali Falls dam 
on the Sesan River demonstrates, there is no guarantee that NMCs will take the 
grievances of communities to MRC in cases of transboundary impacts, including 
requests for impact studies. (Lee & Scurrah, 2009, p. 40) 
 
With regard to the case of a transboundary tributary conflict such as the Sesan, the role 
of the MRC in dealing with transboundary water impacts and facilitating the discussion 
of Cambodia and Vietnam has continued to be the subject of criticism up until the time 
of writing. The criticisms from concerned civil society and stakeholders are centred on 
the role of the MRC in conflict mediation of existing transboundary conflicts such as the 
case of Sesan, the role of the MRC in mediating future conflicts and the status of 
stakeholder engagement and participation in transboundary water resources 
management and governance.  
 
Main IWRM storyline: MRC as investment facilitator and IWRM as a promoter of 
sustainable development 
 
As the mission of the MRC is to promote sustainable development of the Mekong basin, 
the MRC has adopted the concept of IWRM to guide its transboundary water resources 
management and planning in the Lower Mekong Basin in order to achieve the goal. The 
Sesan river basin is a transboundary sub-area in the basin-wide planning system. The 
MRC presented itself as the honest broker to deal with transboundary impacts. It is 
stated that the: 
 
MRC is increasingly called on to take the role of ‘honest broker‘ in trans-
boundary problem issues (including the Se San hydropower project, involving 
Viet Nam and Cambodia, and a proposed major navigation channel improvement 
in upper Mekong, involving China, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand, and two 
very concerned parties Cambodia and Vietnam. (Quoted in a paper presented at 
3rd World Water Forum, dated 20 March, 2004.) (MRC, 2004) 
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In 2004, the MRC Secretariat went through critical times changing from the 
leadership of Mr Joern Kristensen, who was perceived as a river basin planner,  to the 
new chief executive officer, Dr Olivier Cogels,  who came up with the idea of the MRC 
as an investment facilitator. Kristensen’s time focused on transboundary water 
management which took into account stakeholders’ needs and interests including 
engaging grassroots communities at the scale of the decision-making process. He 
declared that: 
  
A transboundary approach to river basin management must include all the 
stakeholders involved in the decision making process. Dialogue must be 
sustained among upstream and downstream partners. The partners in this 
dialogue must have faith that the Commission can maintain a neutral role and 
provide high quality scientific data and information. (MRC, 2003a, p. 5) 
 
In contrast to Kristensen’s position, Cogels, the new CEO, took a firm position on using 
IWRM as a main instrument for planning that promotes sustainable development in the 
Mekong and poverty alleviation. He stated: 
As an intergovernmental organisation, owned and managed by the countries 
themselves, the MRC is in an ideal position to act as a promoter and facilitator of 
well-coordinated investments in the water and water-related sectors in the 
region, in close cooperation with the donor community and investment 
institutions”, furthermore, investment and development in the Mekong basin will 
go on with or without the MRC, so it is up to us to ensure that such development 
is coordinated (based on cooperation among countries) sustainably, and is 
acceptable in terms of social and environmental impacts. (MRC, 2005a) 
Sustainable water resources development of the Mekong basin requires a holistic 
view of the needs and interests of all the countries sharing the Mekong River. 
Better integration of the different water related sectors, through the approach of 
Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) is also needed. With this 
approach, the MRC believes a well-balanced, peaceful, equitable and sustainable 
development process can be facilitated for the mutual benefit of all Mekong 
riparian countries. (MRC, 2005a, p. 6) 
The declaration to adopt the concept of IWRM to guide water resources 
management and planning in the LMB basin was made at the MRC’s 11th Ministerial 
Council meeting, in Vientiane, Lao PDR on the 8-9 December 2004. Dr Olivier Cogels, 
the MRC chief executive officer at that time, said that “The IWRM principle is adopted 
as a means to alleviate poverty and enhance economic growth in the scope of the 
millennium goals”. Prior the official adoption of the IWRM at the Council meeting, he 
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shared his views on transboundary water resources management and addressing 
impacts at the IUCN World Conservation Congress in Bangkok on the 18 November, 
2004, where he stated:  
Development in one country may indeed have impacts in another country, and 
investments in one sector may have impacts on other sectors. But we believe that, 
if carefully managed on the basis of dialogue and joint planning and with due 
consideration for environmental and social impacts, the development of water 
resources in the Mekong basin may constitute a key to long term poverty 
alleviation and socio-economic well-being in the region. Our approach to this 
urgent need is through IWRM at basin scale, which allows for a holistic view of 
the various needs and interests of the member countries. With this approach, we 
trust that a well-balanced, equitable, and peaceful development of the basin is 
possible, for the direct benefit of the Mekong people.  
The MRC stakeholders and the wider public were concerned about the change in the 
position and vision of the CEO from river basin planning to an IWRM implementation 
agency. Questions were asked by civil society and the wider public about whether or not 
the MRC would become like the ADB. In 2006, in the face of ambiguity about the role 
of the MRC (and the concerns of stakeholders about its governance), the largest donor 
agency to MRC, the Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA ), joined 
hands with the Australian Mekong Resource Centre (AMRC), based at the University of 
Sydney, to conduct a joint study on MRC governance. Based on the concerns about the 
change in the direction of the MRC, the study explicitly stated that “The MRC is now 
in a critical time or in fact a crunch time” (Hirsch & Jensen, 2006, p. xv) with regards to 
the role of the MRC as basin organisation. The study highlighted several MRC 
governance issues including the role of IWRM in promoting Mekong water 
governance. The authors argued that: 
 
If the MRC is truly to become an IWRM agency, the sense and rights of 
ownership must be broadened within riparian states and riparianisation of the 
organization needs attention from senior political levels to grassroots and civil 
society levels. (Hirsch & Jensen, 2006, p. 117)  
 
When the Cogels era had ended, the leadership of the MRC changed again when 
Dr Jeremy Bird assumed the position of CEO in 2008. In his inaugural remarks 
addressed to the MRC Secretariat on 7 April, 2008, he announced the 4R policy 
(regional cooperation, regional analysis, responsibility and risk reduction). This vision 
included the promotion of regional cooperation with upstream countries (and NMCs, 
including partners) and the strengthening of links between regional analysis and 
national planning, including risk reduction in relation to water resources development. 
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He put an emphasis on the integration that should occur between sectors and various 
stakeholders. Bird stated: 
 
For an international river basin organisation, such as the MRC, integration 
needs to occur at a range of levels. The most obvious is an integrated dialogue 
and planning framework that can influence planning systems in the member 
countries. Then there is the integration required across sectors – perhaps to 
promote multiple benefits from individual investments or to optimise water 
resource and land use against a set of previously defined objectives. Inherent is 
the consideration that resource use for single sector purpose activities should not 
compromise other uses. (Bird, 2008, address at the World Water Forum)  
 
Effective and meaningful stakeholder participation is essential to a shared vision. 
The BDP 2 is determined that participation will be integral to the BDP process. 
(MRC, 2008)  
 
In the early stages of Bird’s leadership, civil society put pressure on the MRC, in its role 
as the river basin commission, to deal with the issue of large dams on the Mekong 
mainstream. At that time the issue of Don Sahong, near Khone Falls in southern Laos, 
was the prevailing issue which pressured the role of the MRC in handling 
transboundary impacts as well as the IWRM-led planning process. The dam will block 
fisheries and devastate wetlands in the southern Laos. On 12 November 2007, 
International Rivers and Partners such as TERRA (Towards Ecological Recovery and 
Regional Alliance) and other civil society organisations sent a letter (headed - 
International Alarm Raised on Dams across Mekong Mainstream: MRC must wake up 
to its responsibility) to the MRC requesting that it be more proactive in handling issues 
relating to mainstream dams.  
Civil society groups are demanding the MRC fulfil its obligation to protect the 
Mekong, in light of compelling scientific evidence that warns of the disastrous 
consequences of damming the lower Mekong. (www.internalrivers.org) 
The IRN referred to the downturn period of the MRC as a “crisis of legitimacy”  
(www.internationalrivers.org). According to the IRN, the MRC failed to reply to this 
letter. On 15 November 2007, the MRC issued a press statement to the effect that: 
“The responsibility of the Mekong River Commission is to support its Member States. 
This means that the MRC’s primary role is to serve its Member States in ways it is 
requested to” (www.internationalrivers.org).  The IRN pointed out that the given 
position clearly contradicts with the MRC strategic direction which recognises the 
merits of IWRM in enhancing stakeholder participation. The IRN stated: 
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It is now widely recognised that without buy-in from all those who receive or 
are threatened by negative impacts, especially communities living alongside the 
river, equitable and sustainable management of river basins cannot be achieved. 
(www.internationalrivers.org)  
From IWRM adoption to strategic direction and action 
 
The IWRM concept has been translated into a strategic direction to achieve sustainable 
development of Mekong water resources development, development strategies, and 
projects and activities within the MRC’s governance. It is the main instrument to assist 
the countries of the Lower Mekong basin in achieving sustainable development where 
the three objectives are balanced: environment, social and economic objectives. From 
the MRC’s perspective, it is a tool to expand stakeholder consultation to the wider 
public which will enhance stakeholder feedback and comments about MRC 
transboundary planning.  
 
The MRC strategic plan stated that the IWRM concept was an important 
instrument for transboundary planning.  
 
It (IWRM) will be translated into action through a range of national and 
regional instruments, including the MRC Strategic Plan (2006-2010), national 
IWRM strategies, and regional initiatives such as the MWRAS, ASEAN 
Strategic Plan of Action on Water Resources Management, ADB’s Greater 
Mekong Sub-region programme. (MRC, 2005b, p. v) 
 
This section illustrates the practices of IWRM since the official adoption of the concept 
and its key processes. After the official declaration of the adoption of IWRM at the 
MRC, the IWRM concept was taken by the MRC sub-area planning program through 
three levels: concept to strategy development; strategy to operation; and actual 
implementation through scenarios development and assessment, stakeholder 
consultations and meetings.  
 
The mission of the MRC will be achieved through an IWRM approach, within 
the framework of the 1995 Agreement, which combines the value-added 
capabilities of the MRC, namely, knowledge management and capacity 
development, a framework for regional cooperation, and environmental 
monitoring and protection. (MRC, 2006)   
 
The IWRM Strategic Direction stated that the objective was “to synthesize basin 
and national dimensions and directions of planning,” (MRC IWRM Strategic Direction, 
2005). The approval of this IWRM strategic direction was recognised as being an 
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“important contribution to a strengthened trans-boundary governance system for the 
Basin” (MRC Strategic Plan 2011-2015 p.7). To undertake actual implementation of the 
IWRM concept, the Mekong basin is delineated into ten sub-areas; these are units of 
planning. The Sesan is represented as the sub-area 7C (in Cambodia) and 7V (Vietnam). 
The Sesan is one of the transboundary sub-areas identified under the IWRM-led 
planning and is recognised as the 7C-7V sub-area. Three main activities are important 
for informing the IWRM-based basin development strategy, development scenarios and 
assessment, an IWRM-based basin strategy and a project portfolio of water resources 
development.  
 
Figure 21. The seven steps in MRC IWRM planning. (Source: MRC IWRM-based 
Basin Development Strategy, January 2011) 
 
 Sub-area analysis took place in 2003 whereby the Mekong basin was delineated 
into ten planning units. In each sub-area, a review of current water resources 
development and impacts took place as well as stakeholder participation to set the basin 
vision and agreed-sub area development plan. According to Joern Kristensen, the MRC 
CEO: 
 
Together with the national governments, the Mekong River Commission is 
currently studying “sub-areas” in the four countries, based on catchments and 
administrative units, in order to capture some of the diversity of planning issues 
in the Lower Mekong Basin. During this process, the views and opinions of 
provincial-level governments, resource-users and other local groups will be 
sought. It is expected that regional strategies will eventually develop based on a 
strong understanding of issues at the grassroots level. The pilot process has 
already begun and is expected to take up to a year for the first few sub-areas, 
with work to be continued in up to10 areas in the year after that. (Joern 
Kristensen, MRC Mekong News (MRC, 2003a)  
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The process of national sector review was part of basin-wide planning. The review 
reflected the development plan and opportunities and constraints centred on water 
resources development sectors. In the case of the 7C and 7V sub-areas which cover the 
Sesan, Sekong and Srepok rivers, this included planning and investment in the water 
sector in both Cambodia and Vietnam.  
   
Figure 22. Sub-area system of the MRC. (Source: MRC Basin Development Plan) (MRC, 
2005c) 
The work on sub-area analysis was followed up during the BDP 2. The sub-area 
analysis was not new; it was undertaken during BDP 1 with the objective to engage 
with diverse stakeholders and promote the MRC’s IWRM planning process. It had two 
objectives, firstly to identify possible conflicts and synergies between projects within the 
sub-area, and to feed inputs into the IWRM-based sub-area strategy (Hang & 
Lennaerts, 2008, p. 9). According to the BDP socio-economist who was in charge of the 
sub-area activity during the BDP 1 and the key BDP member who was engaged in the 
BDP 1 sub-area planning:  
The sub-area process in BDP 1 attempted to initiate discussion and debate 
amongst the stakeholders to, at the least, gain a better understanding of the 
problems, the development needs and the situation in each sub-area. These 
discussions included setting basin visions and priorities for further development. 
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The problems of each sub-area are discussed and views towards development are 
shared as well as concerns, from different perspectives. Water resources 
development is discussed and development priorities are set as agreed-vision. 
Then we know what kind of projects should be promoted according to those 
needs. The National Mekong Committee (NMC) was in charge of the facilitation 
and the discussions taking place in the sub-area. Most of the time we trusted that 
they would manage to have diverse stakeholders on board and that whatever had 
been designed would be discussed, but to what extent it reached our expectations 
is a different story. From sub-area reports that I looked at, I can see that there is 
a huge gap between what was designed and what has been done and achieved. 
Sometimes it’s almost like a charade. (Mr. S,  socio-economist, 2011, interview 
dated 15 October, 2011)   
The development of the IWRM-based basin development strategy in the Mekong is 
guided by the principles of IWRM. According to the MRC, stakeholder participation 
can be enhanced in order to ensure a transparent planning process:  
BDP 2 will improve on these efforts to engage stakeholders in a strengthened 
national, transboundary and regional participatory planning process with a 
particular focus on expanding the engagement of concerned NGOs and civil 
society representatives. Strong engagement and meaningful participation of 
stakeholders is crucial to ensure a transparent and more informed BDP process 
and for the Plan to be accepted, owned and implemented by the member 
countries together with their development partners and the wider society within 
the Basin. (MRC, 2008, p. 15) 
The sub-area planning was taken up in the BDP 2. The BDP socio-economist who was 
in charge of the stakeholder consultation design and implementation process indicated 
that sub-area was a platform for articulating these diverse views and for sharing 
information and knowledge around livelihood changes; it was also a venue to share 
concerns and agree on the basin vision. Sub-areas, such as 7C shared by Cambodia and 
Vietnam, is where the situation of water resources development in the basin and impacts 
were discussed.  
In sub-area 7C shared by Cambodia and Vietnam, affected communities, NGOs 
and local authorities are our key stakeholders as well as government officers and 
NMCs. We see that the engagements of people from local communities, affected 
people whom livelihoods are changed due to the past and current water resources 
development and the concerned NGOs who also vocalize the affected people’s 
voices are extremely important. (Mr. S,socio-economist, interview dated 20 
October, 2011).   
The sub-area planning and forum aimed to reach agreement on planning, the vision and 
the development priority of the sub-area by taking into account the diverse views of the 
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stakeholders. However, there were other factors that drove the direction of the debate at 
the meeting, including the outcome. These included the knowledge available to have 
sufficient understanding of the social dynamics of the sub-area. This is particularly true 
in the case of a transboundary sub-area such as the Sesan which, by its nature and 
situation, is already experiencing significant environmental changes and where people 
are already impacted by water resources development or by the conflict between 
upstream and downstream on water uses.  
Stakeholder participation also means integrating their traditional local 
knowledge such as fisheries and livelihoods. In the case of Sesan sub-area and 
other transboundary tributaries, a follow up activity or pilot study should be 
established in order to continue engage the MRC’s stakeholders and the affected 
people and raise their voices in the transboundary planning processes. (Mr. S, 
socio-economist, interview dated 20 October 2011)  
Stakeholder meetings for IWRM implementation: MRC regional meetings and 
concerns from stakeholders 
The analysis from the MRC meetings focuses on the MRC’s vision of stakeholder 
consultation and how the implementation of IWRM was communicated at different 
meetings in order to gain feedback from stakeholders. More importantly, the section 
illustrates how Sesan transboundary water resources management is discussed within 
IWRM-led planning by the MRC and the participation of stakeholders. 
Stakeholder meetings play an important role whereby the MRC communicates 
with and shares visions of the IWRM-led planning process to its stakeholders. The 
BDP stakeholders are identified as follows: (1)individual or groups of people from 
communities and local NGOs or community leaders; (2) decision and policy makers, 
mainly national government and national agencies; (3) planners and advisory bodies, 
MRC and national line agencies; (4) concerned international, regional, national NGOs, 
academia and research institutes; (5) development partners, donors and development 
banks; (6) public and private consultants and individual researchers; (7) the media, both 
print and electronic; and (8) upstream countries. The MRC stakeholders and their 
interests are diverse. Meaningful participation relies on both communication and 
strategies for stakeholder participation. The necessity to reach out more to the 
marginalised and affected people is highly important. According to the MRC:  
The MRC-BDP must not only continue to develop a better understanding of the 
needs, diversity and characteristics of the stakeholders, but must also prove its 
willingness, and its efforts to encourage stakeholder participations, reaching out 
to the poor and marginalized groups, and promoting the relevance of the MRC 
and BDP. (MRC, 2008, p. 57)  
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The Basin Development Programme at the MRC is tasked to facilitate the 
IWRM-led planning process and stakeholders’ involvement; this requires tremendous 
efforts to communicate and engage with MRC stakeholders at different scales (national, 
local, regional). Stakeholders share concerns about the direction of planning, the results 
of the scenario assessments and plans for stakeholder consultation, as well as provide 
recommendations to the MRC. According to the MRC:  
BDP is based on IWRM, a process that emphasises stakeholder participation. 
Late in the BDP 1, processes were created for local stakeholder participation in 
the basin planning process. BDP 2 will improve on these efforts to engage 
stakeholders in a strengthened national, transboundary and regional 
participatory planning process with a particular focus on expanding the 
engagement of concerned NGOs and civil society representatives. Strong 
engagement and meaningful participation of stakeholders is crucial to ensure a 
transparent and more informed BDP process and for the Plan to be accepted, 
owned and implemented  by the member countries together with their 
development partners and the wider society within the Basin. (MRC, 2008, p. 14-
15) 
The first stakeholder consultation on MRC’s Basin Development Plan Phase 2 
was organised in Vientiane with the objective of engaging stakeholders and facilitating 
open discussions on the implementation of IWRM as laid out under the BDP 2. The 
MRC stated:  
Basin development plan stakeholder consultations are an opportunity for open 
discussion about the challenge, visions and approaches to development and 
management of the Mekong River Basin. The MRC faces pressures on balancing 
sometimes conflicting interests’ different actors, both from within the member 
countries and from external donors. Civil society groups understand the vision of 
the MRC’s sustainable development agenda, but the MRC has been 
conspicuously absent in situations where the interests go against its own agenda 
and vision. (MRC, 2008, p. 48) 
BDP 2 should communicate clearly with stakeholders on what it can and cannot 
do in terms of stakeholder involvement given the Commission’s legal status and 
institutional structure. (MRC, 2008, p. 11)  
Representatives from the World Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF) urged the MRC to 
engage stakeholders and incorporate their feedback into the planning which is more 
important than getting the plan approved; the process of stakeholder engagement and 
participation is more important than the outcome, according to the WWF. The WWF 
also suggested that the MRC work closely with the local communities through the 
WWF initiatives, at the sub-area scale, such as those being undertaken in Stung Treng 
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and Kratie in northeast Cambodia. Such efforts would ensure proper stakeholder 
engagements while the knowledge of livelihood changes, expectations and concerns 
from the stakeholders are well articulated in IWRM-led sub-area planning. The WWF 
believes the MRC could improve their work on sub-area analysis by engaging with local 
communities in partnership with the WWF. According to the WWF, enhancement of 
community engagement, especially local communities, is recommended in order to gain 
a better ownership of the BDP process.  
WWF has a strong presence on the ground and works closely with communities 
and local NGOs. BDP2 may be able to facilitate the involvement of these groups 
in these particular sub-area assessments and dialogues. (MRC, 2008, p. 53)  
The direction of the BDP-IWRM planning process was reaffirmed at the second 
regional consultation meeting of 15-17 October, 2009 in Chiang Rai, Thailand. The 
goals of the meeting pivoted around sharing knowledge of basin resources, gaining 
feedback from stakeholders and facilitating dialogue between stakeholders on Mekong 
water resources development. Opportunities for changing Mekong flow regimes and 
impacts associated with the Mekong dams, as presented in the scenario assessment, 
were explored and debated and this shaped the direction of the second MRC stakeholder 
consultation meeting. According to the MRC:  
The key question for the BDP process is how to capture the opportunities and 
mitigate the risks resulting from these changes. The answer lies in the 
application of the principles and practices of IWRM which conveys the necessary 
knowledge to the decision makers and thus helps to ensure that basin 
development perspectives are integrated into national decision making. (MRC, 
2009, p. 2)  
Integration of concerns, as well as the development priorities perceived by different 
stakeholders, is recommended as the key direction for IWRM-led planning and the 
IWRM-based development strategy. It reflects the main direction of integration.  
At the second MRC stakeholder consultation meeting, the major concern of the 
civil society groups was that the MRC’s IWRM-based basin planning should be 
oriented towards livelihood, food security and poverty. It should aim at poverty 
alleviation in a way that would engage all the basin’s stakeholders. Elements of 
transboundary governance, as illustrated in the draft IWRM-based strategy, included 
information sharing between stakeholders, and public consultation and reviewing of 
national policies relating to water resources management and environment and social 
impact assessments. The way the plan was presented at the time did not take into 
account the worries and concerns of the potentially affected people and people who were 
already affected by the dam development and operations in the basin, such as in 
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Thailand’s case of Pak Mun. The IWRM-led planning process, as presented by the 
BDP, suggested water resources development as priorities while concerns from people 
who were already affected by existing water resources development were downplayed.  
Another challenge facing the MRC is the translation of complex planning 
terminologies into lay language which can be understood by a broader spectrum of 
stakeholders. This point challenged communication protocols between the MRC and its 
stakeholders. Mr L, a representative from the Thailand National Human Rights 
Committee, said that IWRM planning, as presented by the BDP, would not lead to 
poverty alleviation if the experience from Pak Mun and other existing water 
infrastructure in the Mekong basin which had cause impacts to livelihoods were taken 
into account. The statement implied the integration of livelihood into planning, as well 
as concerns from the affected people whose livelihoods have already been affected by the 
existing hydropower development in the basin, but this was not the case. He further 
stated: 
The challenge here is how to present the research work to lay people in order for 
them to be able to understand how these developments will affect their lives, and 
then to bring them into the stakeholder participation process (Mr. L, 2009).  
There is no doubt that the MRC should play the role of a facilitator in reaching 
out to the communities and the poor through these organizations (the NGOs). 
Furthermore, the MRC itself should ensure that its activities and process will be 
extended and implemented in a more bottom up approach. (MRC, 2009, p. 58)  
The civil society representatives shared three critical concerns: first, the IWRM-
led planning as laid out by the MRC was ambiguous and only promoted water resources 
development as a pathway for poverty alleviation. Second, lessons learnt from dam 
developments in the past had not been considered for future water resources 
development. Third, civil society and people who are affected by dams believed that the 
agenda on dam building would not help to improve the situation, and it would only 
make the livelihood crisis worse. According to those assertions, the direction of the 
MRC’s IWRM-led planning process was not totally acceptable.  
Additional concerns were expressed about the social impacts and social 
implications of water resources development and the scenarios that the MRC set up for 
assessment prior to the strategy development. At the social impacts assessment session, 
WorldFish and International Rivers presented their experience of water resources 
development impacts and the social implications for the livelihoods of riverbank 
communities. A representative from the WorldFish Centre showed that the social 
implications of water resources development are complex (multi-scale with sector 
interaction); dynamic (occurring in the context of change); uncertain (creating uncertain 
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outcomes); and contested (differing perspectives on values and politics). He 
recommended that in the planning processes: 
There should be an assessment of values, agenda, power and participation in 
water resources development which goes beyond the existing political 
assessments including the conduct of an assessment of rights, risks and 
responsibilities with an explicit focus on participation and representation. (Mr. D, 
2010, stated at the 2nd MRC Stakeholder Consultation Meeting).   
The 3R should be explored and integrated into the IWRM-based planning. The 
assessment of 3R calls for an increase in the involvement of basin stakeholders, 
especially civil society and NGOs, in the planning process. The 3R shall be 
reflected in the IWRM direction and plan. (Mr. D, 2010, stated at the 2nd MRC 
Stakeholder Consultation Meeting).   
This suggests that the integration of rights, risk and responsibility into the IWRM-
based planning is necessary; it means rights of the affected people whose livelihoods are 
impacted by water resources development are recognised, risks associated with their 
livelihoods are considered and fully accounted for whilst their participation in water 
resources development and planning processes is enhanced.  
Concerns were raised by the representative from the Culture, Environment, 
Protection Agency (CEPA) regarding the inclusion of local knowledge into planning at 
sub-basin level and the integration of local knowledge into the MRC’s BDP knowledge 
base. The representative, Mr T, stated that the integration of local knowledge into 
planning will aid scenario assessment and achieve better ownership of the BDP 
planning process by the stakeholders at the sub-basin level. Partnerships with NGOs, 
which work extensively with local communities in the area, are the way forward to 
enhancing stakeholder participation.   
At the third regional stakeholder consultations in Vientiane, during 29-30 July 
2010, scenario assessment, impact assessment and feedback from the MRC stakeholders 
to improve the planning process and inform the IWRM-based basin development 
strategy remained the key focus of the meeting. “The scenario assessment must include 
meaningful and practical measures to mitigate the impacts of developments and their 
risks to affected communities”(MRC, 2010a, p. 1). The concept of ‘development 
opportunity space’ (DoS) and the idea of setting up a ‘river basin organisation’ (RBO) 
prevailed; they were debated as well as criticised. In the DoS, several scenarios were 
assessed and agreed to in terms of what level of benefits and impacts were deemed 
acceptable.   
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Mr T, member of the BDP advisory group and also ex-Secretary General of the 
Vietnam National Mekong Committee, showed his support for  IWRM and DoS: 
It (the IWRM Strategy) will define the ‘development space’ of the Basin’s water 
and related resources within which Countries can plan and work, supported by 
strategic guidance and a package of IWRM guidelines. These will assist policy 
makers and water managers in the use and management of this ‘development 
opportunity space’. It will also provide guidance for various transboundary and 
national decision making and planning processes. (Mr. T, 2010 stated at the 3rd 
MRC Stakeholder Consultation Meeting) 
Dr Philip Hirsch, leading social scientist at University of Sydney expressed his 
concerns at the meeting that the idea of DoS should be centred on food security and 
livelihood; such a framing would contribute to the sustainable development of the 
Mekong. What shaped DoS seemed to be ambiguous and the concept itself was too 
complex: these were two key comments made at the meeting. The DoS could be 
misinterpreted so that the MRC could pursue development plans in a way that did not 
exceed the limit of the basin to handle the impacts. Such views may ignore or disregard 
the impacts felt by different localities. Hirsch stated: 
The DoS concept is ambiguous; the concept of development has to be 
reconsidered in terms of enhancing livelihood and food security of people in the 
basin. Food security should lie at the heart of the Mekong development and 
MRC Basin Development Plan. (Hirsch, 2010, at the 3rd stakeholder meeting)   
The statement strongly advocated putting livelihood and food security at the heart of 
planning and integrating livelihood concerns into the planning process and water 
resources development (and management). Hirsch further added “the IWRM has been 
referred to 125 times in the strategy but there is no articulation of what IWRM means” 
(Hirsch, 2010 at the 3rd MRC stakeholder meeting).  
Apart from the definition given by the GWP, the MRC needs to share their 
views and perceptions regarding the meaning of IWRM and its processes. Hirsch 
questioned whether or not the MRC Strategy is truly IWRM-based if the definition is 
not there. It implies that there is no basis on which the MRC can justify the use of the 
term ‘IWRM’ for guiding Mekong development planning. Furthermore, the Strategy 
does not articulate how the IWRM concept is understood by the MRC. In terms of 
impacts or the cost side of water resources development, the Strategy paid inadequate 
attention to the fisheries issue which is important for food security for the people in the 
basin. 
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Dr. Apichart Anukulampai, a leading IWRM specialist in Thailand and 
regionally, recommended very clearly that a broadening involvement of civil society 
organisations and NGOs in the RBO was a critical step for achieving the goal of 
IWRM. The lesson learnt from Thailand’s RBO shows that budget constraints, 
representation of the RBOs and the extent to which it represents the voices of the 
affected people are of concern. The transboundary RBOs in Vietnam and Cambodia 
were explored at the meeting in terms of their potential to be a body and platform for 
vertical and horizontal integration of stakeholders into planning and water resources 
development in Cambodia and Vietnam. The vision of vertical integration means 
coordinating water resources and related policies and institutions, while horizontal 
integration refers to the incorporation of stakeholder’s voices into IWRM-led planning. 
Vertical also mean integrating policies and institutions at sub-basin, sub-area, national 
and basin scale through planning.  
Dr Apichart, further commented:  
The empowerment of stakeholder participation in decision-making processes and 
water resources management is critical. The stakeholder participation is an 
essential element for the IWRM; the end result of planning does not matter 
much, compared to the process which has to be based on intensive and 
meaningful participation. Broadening the involvement from civil society in the 
BDP IWRM-based basin development strategy and planning is the way forward. 
(Anukulampai, 2010 at the 3rd MRC Stakeholder Consultation Meeting)  
The overall direction being taken in the MRC’s IWRM-led planning, as 
presented at the meetings, concerned stakeholders, especially civil society groups. Mr 
Marc Goichot, WWF representative, conducted the review of the MRC’s scenario 
assessments and levelled the criticism that the MRC’s BDP scenarios overlook the role 
of river connectivity as a critical component of the river ecosystem. They fail to 
integrate river connectivity and the benefits of the river’s ecosystem (to livelihood) into 
planning. Understanding river connectivity and the services provided to livelihood 
should be central to planning. This means that planning should take into account 
changes in the rivers, their connectivity and the livelihoods of people who rely on them. 
“Some dimensions of ecosystems are not sufficiently or appropriately addressed in the 
BDP scenarios approach. Integrated basin-wide water resources management required a 
proper ecological management of the river basin and its connectivity” (MRC, 2010a, p. 
14).  
Further discussions centred on the necessity for stakeholders to incorporate their 
concerns and feedback into planning. The civil society representatives argued that the 
stakeholder participation that they envisaged was much more comprehensive than 
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agreeing on what scenarios were to be selected at the forum or workshops; greater 
facilitation was needed from the MRC. The MRC’s CEO, Dr Jeremy Bird, responded to 
the criticisms on the point of stakeholder participation:  
As far as the MRC IWRM is concerned, the stakeholder participation is 
emphasised. We have to reach out more to engage other groups of stakeholders, 
especially the local representatives and the civil society. This meeting is a great 
opportunity to engage a broad range of stakeholders who are interested and 
concerned about the BDP planning process. Different forms of engagement will 
be laid out, for example, strengthening partnerships with WWF and IUCN and 
other international NGOs in order to engage with their projects and activities 
around local livelihoods in different areas of the Mekong to bring them into our 
planning process. The stakeholder participation of the IWRM planning that we 
presented will be enhanced to engage different groups of stakeholders. (Bird, 
2010, interview dated 30 July 2010). 
 
 
The IWRM-based basin development strategy approved 
 
The IWRM-based basin strategy is threefold. It defines the scope of opportunities for 
water resources development (hydropower, irrigation, water supply, flood and drought 
management), their associated risks, and the actions needed to optimise opportunities 
and minimise risks. It also defines other water-related opportunities (fisheries, 
navigation, environment and ecosystems, watershed management) and provides a 
coordinated, participatory and transparent process that promotes sustainable 
development (MRC, 2011).  
 
The IWRM-based Basin Development Strategy will guide national and 
transboundary planning, decision-making, and governance processes. It will 
consider various levels, or packages, of nationally-proposed water related 
development, resource protection and ‘people’ related projects and actions, and 
will focus on how these developments, projects and actions could proceed in a 
way that meets national objectives and goals, strengthens regional and national, 
institutional and management arrangements within agreed IWRM guidelines 
and concepts. (MRC, 2010 ,p. 3)  
According to the strategy: 
 
There is considerable potential for further development of tributary hydropower 
in the LMB, especially in Lao PDR and Cambodia, as well as for improvement in 
operation of existing hydropower projects. Utilising this opportunity requires a 
focus on sustainability both at project and transboundary levels, and that any 
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potential transboundary impacts are collaboratively identified and mitigated 
using the MRC Transboundary Environmental Impact Assessment (TbEIA) 
Framework.(MRC, 2011, p. 12) 
The Strategy was approved at the Seventeenth Meeting of the MRC Council on 
26 January 2011. Pham Khoi Ngyuen, Chairman of the MRC Council for 2010-2011, in 
his closing remarks at the MRC 17th Council Meeting in Ho Chi Minh City Vietnam, 
said that “It (the IWRM-based basin development strategy) demonstrates MRC's 
relevance to the sustainable development of the Basin, which is now widely recognised 
throughout the world”. 
  
The Member Countries recognise the need to further develop water-related 
opportunities (such as fisheries, navigation, flood and drought risk reduction), as 
well as opportunities beyond the water sector, which together provide 
possibilities for poverty reduction and moving towards sustainable basin 
development. (MRC, 2011) 
 
 After the strategy’s approval, the MRC further implemented IWRM through a 
project implementation approach. The project was funded by the World Bank and 
AusAid. It targeted the three scales of regional, transboundary and national. According 
to the MRC,  
The transboundary level is strategically applied and focuses on bi-and 
multilateral cooperation between the MRC Member Countries and cross-country 
projects that are facilitated through the MRC Secretariat. Such projects include, 
for example, transboundary fisheries management. The Project also addresses 
gaps at the national level, where help in implementation is needed in national 
water resources management to anchor IWRM approaches and merge them with 
the basin-wide approaches. (www.mrcmekong.org). 
 
The case of the MRC’s IWRM implementation demonstrates weakness in 
stakeholder participation. Integration and participation (referenced under the IWRM) 
have become devices for generating claims in order to bring stakeholders to meetings 
and to legitimate the claim of inclusion of stakeholder’s voices into water resources 
planning. The MRC’s IWRM planning is ‘business-as-usual’. Civil society was 
concerned that the process would be ‘broad-brush’ and it would not address the issue of 
livelihood concerns caused by existing water resources development in the Mekong.     
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7.5 The Asian Development Bank and IWRM: the 3S river basins 
project 
 
This section illustrates the implementation of IWRM at the 3S river basins scale: the 
Sesan, Sekong and Srepok rivers or the 3S region. According to the ADB, the ADB 
IWRM 3S project came out of the fact finding mission of September 2006 whereby the 
three governments of the 3S river basins (Laos PDR, Cambodia, and Vietnam) required 
the ADB to facilitate cross-border cooperation (ADB, 2006). The ADB IWRM project 
in 3S focuses on managing the 3S river basins and was given the technical assistance 
number 6367 and the title “Sesan, Sre Pok and Sekong River Basins Development Study 
in the Kingdom of Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, and the Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam”. The technical assistance (TA) aims to improve the water 
management situation in the newly constructed region of the 3S river basins (ADB, 
2006). According to ADB:  
 
The TA will contribute to sustainable management of the natural resources in 
the Sesan, Srepok and Sekong river basins, and thus provide the basis for 
economic growth and poverty reduction in these remote areas. (ADB, 2006, p. 4). 
 
Another driver of this TA, following on from the MRC BDP initiative, is the 
ADB who are cooperating with the MRC to look at transboundary water management 
and planning in the Sesan transboundary sub-basin at the level (or scale) where 
problems of water use and the dynamics of water management are discussed.   
 
Main ADB storyline: water resources management in the 3S is fragmented 
 
The ADB pointed out that: 
 
The situation of water resources management is fragmented both vertically 
between the national level and provinces and horizontally between sectors within 
each country: and there is inadequate engagement with basin stakeholders in the 
planning process and in decisions on water resources in the basins and there is a 
little coordination across the national borders that cross the basins. (ADB, 2006, 
p. 2).  
 
Pressures from hydropower development and road construction, as well as expansion of 
agriculture activities, will cumulatively impact on the river basin and reduce the 
livelihood of the river system (ADB, 2006). Civil society organisations have expressed 
concern over development plans in the basins (Sesan, Sekong and Srepok) as a result of 
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inadequate stakeholder involvement in earlier development decisions. New 
arrangements for the management of these basins are particularly relevant to Cambodia 
as the main downstream country, but will also facilitate the identification of win-win 
investment strategies, in all three countries, for promoting sustainable use of the 
resources of these critical basins (ADB, 2006, p. 2).   
 
The ADB has pointed out that where the management of water resources is 
fragmented, opportunities for promoting economic development which will use basin 
resources wisely are constrained (ADB, 2006, p. 2). According to the ADB, fragmented 
water resource management is based largely on single-sector focusing which, in this 
case, is hydropower. Hydropower is one of the sectors that demonstrate that the so 
called ‘fragmented water resources development’ is technologically driven, hydraulic-
mission dominant, focuses on one sector, and does not take into account fisheries and 
the environment. By admitting this, it implies that uncoordinated water resources 
development, which causes basin resources degradation, places constraints on 
opportunities for further development in the basin. Such a framing of the problem 
indicates that there is a desire to use transboundary resources in a way that will serve a 
country’s needs and interests. There is no doubt that the problem of fragmented 
planning has to be solved so that water utilisation can proceed in a way that serves the 
country’s economic development. The ADB has said: 
 
Given the importance of 3S and the pressures for increased economic 
development, new arrangements are required to enable improved transboundary 
consultation and cooperation among Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam for the 
effective management of the basins, including involving stakeholders in a 
transparent consultation process. (ADB, 2006).   
 
The ADB framing of the problem in the 3S is based largely on the possibilities for 
economic development and the importance of meeting the energy demands in the future. 
Statements are made such as, “the 3S has huge potential however the situation of 
fragmented management will place constraints on the likelihood of achieving the full 
potential of transboundary resources” (ADB, 2006). 
  
This is the dominating discourse on transboundary water management, as initiated by 
the ADB. The ADB has indicated that “various meetings recognize that water resources 
are under pressure in the 3Ss as the result of major changes in human and economic 
development initiatives, this pressure may generate impacts that could jeopardize the 
countries’ objectives in terms of development” (http://reta.3sbasins.org).   
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The adoption of the IWRM has been seen as a key instrument to achieve the 
balance between development and livelihood in the 3S basins which experience 
environmental degradation. The ADB justifies the adoption of IWRM as a way of 
enhancing transboundary governance in the Sesan river basin by stating that the 
concept of holistic planning (taking cognisance of demands and threats to resources) 
will improve the use the of basins’ resources. According to the ADB, the adoption of 
IWRM as the planning guide will bring an innovative holistic approach where all 
sectors’ needs and interests are included in the planning process.  The IWRM concept 
adopted in this TA sets out to achieve the following goals (ADB, 2006): 
 
1. Establish the framework for transboundary dialogue and cooperation, while 
raising awareness on transboundary issues;  
2. Contribute to sustainable management of the natural resources in the Sesan, 
Srepok and Sekong river basins, and thus provide the basis for economic 
growth and poverty reduction; 
3. Develop an IWRM planning framework which will facilitate the cross-border 
information sharing and dialogue on issues and constraints facing the three 
basins. 
 
The IWRM concept has been adopted as the guide for the establishment of an 
institutional framework for transnational cooperation which will include the developing 
of a planning framework and the financing of future water resources development in the 
3S (ADB, 2006). As a result, transnational resources could maintain their role in serving 
the needs of the countries sharing the 3S Rivers and associated transnational enclosures 
for the economic development of the region.   
 
The ADB’s IWRM model: from vision to roadmap, strategies, policies and plans  
 
According to the ADB, “Given the importance of the 3Ss basins and the pressures from 
increased economic development; new arrangements are required to enable improved 
transboundary consultation and cooperation among Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam 
for effective management of the basins, including involving stakeholders in a 
transparent consultation process (ADB, 2006, p. 3). The ADB claimed that “The 3S 
study works on principles of stakeholder participation and sectoral integration at the 
river basin scale, in line with the purpose of the project” (http://reta.3sbasins.org). The 
ADB recognises that the inadequacy of stakeholder participation during previous 
projects in the 3S raised concerns amongst civil society and basin stakeholders. The 
present project aims to improve participation by organising meetings and dialogue at 
different geographical scales so that the needs of stakeholders can be integrated both 
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horizontally and vertically, as enshrined in the IWRM concept. The ADB highlighted 
this by stating that “the fostering of dialogue and exchange between stakeholders at 
different scales, starting from the lowest manageable level, can create the space for 
developing a shared-vision at river basin scale” (http://reta.3sbasins.org).   
 
One major activity of this project was the development of a roadmap resulting 
from intensive dialogue processes at different levels, namely watershed dialogue and 
sub-basin, national and regional dialogue. The roadmap rests on the three pillars of 
information, dialogue and tools. This means, information sharing amongst stakeholders, 
the development of impact assessment tools to analyse impacts from planned projects in 
the 3S basin and the attempt to reach dialogue at different scales so that basin 
stakeholders’ participation can be used in forming the basin vision and the setting up of 
the IWRM plan. Moreover, the roadmap will allow for the assessment of future water 
resources development, including its underlying cost and benefits. “The roadmap should 
help to build a framework of good practices in such a way that Economic Development 
Policies may be achieved according to National Policies in all three countries” 
(http://reta.3sbasins.org).  The three pillars are: 
 
Information Tools Dialogue 
The goal is to share 
information in order to 
understand the change and 
management of the basin. 
Hydropower sustainability; 
cumulative impact assessment; 
development of tools for 
modelling Mekong tributaries. 
Consultative workshops at 
watershed, sub-basin, basin and 
transboundary scale by 
bringing decision makers, 
resources users and NGOs 
together. 
 
 
Figure 23. The three pillars of ADB IWRM as translated from the principles of IWRM. 
(Source: http://reta.3sbasins.org) 
 
The dialogues at different scales, such as watershed and national, discuss the 
river basin vision and include water resource problems and challenges. Then, the 
agreed-vision is set and integrated into the roadmap. The dialogue exercise presents, on 
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the one hand, an analysis of the current situation and trends, and on the other, the 
different visions of the participants and what they would like the river basin to look like 
in the future. The ADB stated that “there are some important gaps between what we 
want the basins to look like and how they look at the moment - with some major 
challenges that will need to be addressed in order to meet visions” 
(http://reta.3sbasins.org).   
 
Transboundary meetings as a space for stakeholder participation: an agreed basin vision 
is made 
 
Given the focus of this project, which aimed to generate meaningful and large scale 
participation by stakeholders, several meetings were designed at different scales: the 
national, sub-area, transboundary and regional. “Stakeholder participation must be 
managed carefully to build trust and confidence on the part of both government 
agencies and stakeholders” (ADB, 2006, p. 5). By acknowledging participation as central 
to the planning process as enshrined in the IWRM, the ADB recognised the following 
actors as stakeholders - agricultural communities, hill tribes, urban communities, and 
the broad range of government agencies with water resources interests in the three 
riparian countries (ADB, 2006).  
 
The IWRM implementation in the 3S river basins is jointly managed by the 
ADB and the MRC; meetings and workshops are key events where the discourse of the 
IWRM is portrayed and manifested, stories of Sesan transboundary impacts and 
hydropower development are told, as are the key planning narratives. A series of 
consultations was organised to engage different stakeholders at the different scales of 
watershed, national, regional. They included seven consultative workshops at the sub-
basin level, three national workshops (Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam sharing the 3S) 
and three regional meetings (Vientiane in June 2008, Phnom Penh in February 2009 
and Ban Me Thout, a joint meeting with the MRCS, in May 2010).   
 
The ADB and MRC co-organised the transboundary meeting in Ban Me Thout, 
Dak Lak province Vietnam, on 31 May-2 June 2010, where stakeholders discussed 
transboundary visions and problems in the 3S basins, and the challenges and directions 
for joint planning. The MRC stated: “This meeting is one of a number planned, at a 
regional level, aimed at promoting stronger cooperation among the three countries who 
share the 3S Basins and their stakeholders” (Bird, 2010 MRC Press Release dated 31 
May 2010). "Supporting stakeholders to develop a vision of the 3S Basin that enables 
social equity across nations, promotes the environment and provides for an 
economically sustainable and safe future, is the aim that the MRC has for this region," 
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said Dr Bird (MRC Press Release, dated 31 May 2010). Mr Ian Makin, ADB Senior 
Water Resources Specialist, when addressing the meeting stated:  
 
This meeting fits perfectly with the ADB's approach to strengthening water 
resource management, in order to ensure that all people have access to enough 
safe water to meet their needs for their own wellbeing and development, while 
maintaining the integrity of freshwater ecosystems on which such development 
depend. This is essential for fulfilling ADB's commitment to reducing poverty 
through plans for inclusive and environmentally sustainable growth and the 
especially important regional integration of development plans. 
 
Engaging all stakeholders in the decision making process enables each to benefit 
from the investments and new opportunities. Improving stakeholders' access to 
knowledge and involvement in planning will help ensure that beneficial impacts 
reach the communities affected by decisions about the use of water and other 
resources. (MRC Press Release dated 31 May 2010)  
 
At the 3S basin Consultative Workshop organised at the Ratanak Lyna Hotel in 
Ratanakiri province during 23-24 November 2009, local authorities, provincial 
authorities, government, NGOs and local representatives joined the meeting to discuss 
the situation of water resources development in the 3S river basin, and the challenges 
and opportunity for implementing IWRM. According to Mak (2010): 
Without any significant development yet, the 3S Rivers and its resources are 
being impacted by the upper stream developments and over exploited by the 
users. The current changes and future trends were well acknowledged by all 
participants, particularly the competition for water and land resources which is 
on the increase within Cambodia’s basin and between transboundary basins. A 
look at the basin as a whole reveals that with changes happening so fast there 
will be more demands for the water and related resources to meet the food 
security and poverty reduction goal as well as to achieve ambitions for economic 
development. Therefore, it is time to look for new ways of planning and the 
management of water and related resources over the next 20 years and beyond. 
River basin planning based on the IWRM principle is recommended in this 
context. (Mak, 2010, p. 44) 
The need to integrate the hydropower sector and fisheries into IWRM planning 
was seen as the prevailing need. The meeting pointed out gaps in the sharing of 
information between diverse stakeholders, especially planners and the local communities 
who would be impacted by the planned developments on the Sesan River. In response to 
this gap, there needs to be IWRM-based planning; a river basin organisation for river 
basin management; a fisheries resources management program, and capacity building on 
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the management of transboundary impacts. All of these activities could be done by 
applying the ADB road map (Mak, 2010, p. 46).   
Communication between upstream and downstream was also raised at the 
meeting. It was seen as crucial to enhance communication between the dam operators 
and/or the officers who are involved in dam operations upstream and the downstream 
communities. Especially important was a warning system of the release from dams. 
Communities who took part in the meeting had felt the impacts of Yali, and disasters 
such as Typhoon Ketsana, which had damaged their livelihood, properties and livestock, 
and they voiced their concerns. The issue of resettlement and compensation dominated 
the discussion at the meeting. General concerns were also raised from the local 
communities regarding changing land use issues, land concessions, impacts from 
hydropower and land conflicts. The communities talked about the rapidity with which 
land use planning had changed in Ratanakiri, and they demanded stronger engagement 
in the development and planning processes.  
The meeting acknowledged the role of IWRM in transboundary water resources 
management in the 3S river basins. The local communities demanded that there be 
stronger engagement by the communities in the planning and development of projects 
in the Sesan river basin and an enhancement of communication between upstream 
development agents and planners and downstream communities. They demanded 
compensation and an appropriate resettlement plan. They asked that a warning of any 
release of water should be sent to the downstream areas seven days before the 
operation. 
In addition to the basin consultative workshops, the transboundary dialogue 
(meeting) was seen as an important process for sharing the MRC’s vision, plan and 
promoting discussions between stakeholders toward the implementation of IWRM and 
achieving greater participation by the affected people in the planning process. The 
setting of the meeting, key discussion points, concerns and observations of how the 
meeting was organised are presented below. The meeting identified the key issues 
which concerned stakeholders in the basin: water quality changes, changes in flow, 
sediment and erosion, land use changes which include changes in ownership, the 
environmental and social implications of land use changes, people’s livelihood changes 
and the impacts from infrastructure development which include concerns about current 
developments and newly planned dams.  
Based on these discussions, IWRM was perceived as the best approach for 
facilitating a more informed decision on the 3S with regards to the ADB-MRC led 
process. From the researcher’s direct observation at the meeting, the general 
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understandings which came out of the meeting regarding the issues facing the 3S were 
the following: 
 The 3S is under pressure because  previous decisions have produced a fast pace of 
development in the 3S;  
 Water resources development in the 3S has impacted on water related resources 
including people’s livelihoods (such as degradation of fisheries, flow fluctuation 
and river bank erosion); and 
 There are signs of pressure on water resources and this pressure is intensifying.  
The meeting was facilitated by an ADB consultant-team and the MRC-BDP. NGO 
representatives and local authorities from provinces that share the 3S rivers, such as 
Ratanakiri province, were invited to the meeting to present and share visions. Setting 
an agreed step regarding where the meeting wanted to go (reflecting a vision of the 3S 
basin and aspirations of the stakeholders) was a critical step. “If you don’t know where 
you are going you will probably end up somewhere else” (MRC Press Release dated 31 
May 2010). The meeting was structured around the three fundamental questions: 
Where we now? Where do we want to go? How do we get there? The primary goal was 
to facilitate discussion about the current situations and trends in the 3S river basins 
regarding the intensive water resources development, the move towards transboundary 
cooperation in the 3S and the way forward, including an agreed basin vision. 
The meeting aimed to set an agreed vision as the pathway for the 
implementation of IWRM in the Sesan. According to the ADB, the workshop attempted 
to construct “narratives of current status of access to and uses of water and related 
resources, social and economic drivers of change and local governance of water 
resources” (Novak & Tillman, 2008). Further than that, the participants engaged in the 
so called ‘imagining exercise’ of how the Sesan should be developed, what were the 
current environmental issues and what were the beneficial uses of water. Lastly, the 
meeting debated opportunities for integrated development as well as kick-starting 
transboundary dialogue. 
The meeting was facilitated by a team of ADB consultants; Richard Friend, 
leading social scientist and fishery expert for the team reviewed the status of water 
resources development in the basin and pointed out an urgent need to address the fast 
pace of development. He stated, “There are signs of pressure on water resources across 
the 3S and it is intensifying. This pressure may rapidly undermine the countries’ ability 
to meet their economic objectives” (Friend, 2010 at the IWRM in 3S Meeting). Further, 
he stated: “3S basins have changed rapidly; development has brought negative impacts 
and land use problems. There has been deterioration in the basin in both the quality and 
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quantity including flow fluctuation and unseasonal flow patterns”. “Based on such 
problems, can we manage the basins better? And, what are the challenges?” 
“We must act now,” he emphasised, “the situation of intensive water resource 
development in the Sesan requires an action. We have to address the issues 
facing 3S now, otherwise 3S may become the dead rivers. (Friend, 2010, 
comments made at the IWRM meeting) 
Addressing the current impacts of Sesan hydropower and setting an agreed-vision to 
influence the future direction of development in the 3S was the point of departure of the 
meeting. From the ADB’s stories of 3S and the discussions at the first plenary session, 
the ADB consultant team concluded at the end of the session:  
What is needed for managing the 3S is coherent action and planning, including 
stronger compliance, which focuses on integrated planning and 
preventing/minimizing impacts from water resources development. IWRM can 
offer a solution. There is a need to have a basin-perspective for the whole basin, 
with basin-wide planning, but there is also the need to be aware of the issue of 
local impacts. (Tillman, 2010, stated at the IWRM in 3S meeting)   
The ADB-IWRM three pillars concept was presented (information, dialogue, and tools). 
This is a coherent package emphasising the importance of information being easily 
understood and available; the developing and testing of a number of tools for 
assessment; and dialogue, especially participation, which represents a key principle of 
IWRM. The global objective of the concept is “to create stronger capacities for effective 
cross-border and IWRM based inter-sector planning and management of development 
in the 3S basins”. The roadmap must provide the framework for an analysis of the 
implications of planned investments which plan to use the same water resources as 
existing investments. The emphasis of the road map is on the application of the three 
IWRM principles that constitute the main structure of 3S studies: information, dialogue 
and tools or the three pillars (http://reta.3sbasins.org).   
  According to Eric Tillman, the ADB consultant, the roadmap is a tool for 
assessing the environmental sustainability and social equity perspectives of water 
resources development. The three pillars demonstrate the need to enhance information 
sharing and fair and open dialogue supported by a thorough set of tools such as 
modelling and cumulative impact assessment (CIA). He also said that there is evidence 
of weaknesses in dialogues across the basin (at watershed, sub-basin and basin level).  
Shaping the direction of dialogues at these three scales would bear fruit across the 
basins and enhance coordination. He reiterated what he had said as the RETA team 
leader at the 3S meeting:   
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The roadmap is supposed to do the following jobs: 1) accompany and support 
economic development 2) provide tools for assessing environment sustainability 
and social equity 3) support inter-sectoral and interregional dialogue and 
cooperation and 4) point the way forward for consultation and the visioning 
process. (Tillman, 2010, statement at the IWRM in 3S meeting) 
The meeting discussed how the ADB roadmap for 3S could be implemented. 
Stakeholders agreed that the most urgent thing was the need to enhance the 
coordination of inter-sectoral and inter-regional planning. There was no clear 
conclusion about how the roadmap could be implemented; the options were open to 
explore the opportunities.   
The NGO Forum was invited to give a presentation on “community perspectives 
of the 3S development”. The presentation focused primarily on Sesan water resources 
development and livelihood impacts. The NGO Forum representative, Mr T, co-
presented with the 3SPN representative Mr B, who is the advocacy officer focusing on 
3S water resources development issues and their impact on people’s lives. The 
presentation aimed to bring out the concerns of the affected communities about Sesan 
hydropower development and their demands for their concerns to be heard and 
integrated firmly into the river basin planning in the 3S. The key message from the 
stories was that development in the 3S has already impacted on the riverside 
communities and affected their livelihoods and brought hardship. Inclusive participation 
and the integration of community voices into water resources planning are necessary for 
the creation of accountability and governance. Learning from past water resources 
development and address concerns from the affected community should be set as the 
direction for planning in the 3S. The meeting noted the following: 
 Hydropower development, which changes the flow regime massively in the 3S, 
has caused major livelihood damage to the riverbank communities. Other 
problems are erratic flow changes, water quality deterioration, riverbank erosion, 
loss of fisheries habitat and a reduction in fish catches and species; 
 The affected communities want to see an improvement in the way hydropower 
development is processed in the Sesan, with their concerns being fully taken into 
consideration and their representatives being included in the decision-making 
process of hydropower development; 
 The communities demanded that there be increased transparency and access to 
information, more meaningful community consultation, a study undertaken of 
cumulative impacts together with the health impact assessment and environment 
and social impact assessment, an exploration of alternative energy options and an 
increase in public contributions to the decision making process. 
Mr. K summed up his presentation by stating:  
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The previous participation processes which have taken place in the Sesan have 
shown that local affected communities are not fully consulted and they are not 
part of the impact assessment processes. To move forward in river basin planning 
and improved water resources management, the communities believe that these 
concerns have to be fully integrated into the planning process and their demands 
have to be fully addressed and fulfilled so that the governance of the Sesan water 
management can emerge .(Mr. K, 2010, comment at the IWRM meeting) 
The WWF representative said at the meeting that 
“The vision of the 3S has to be based on the core value of the basin 
resources which the riverside communities have relied on. Engaging 
stakeholders into basin planning requires river basin perspectives which 
are beyond the water resources focus. Such vision indicated how the river 
basin is a connected system and the hydrological changes of the river 
cause massive environmental and social impacts. The 3S basin is already 
facing a number of changes which are threatening the basin resources; 
there is a need to ensure that future development does not exacerbate this 
situation causing more threats to people’s livelihood”. (WWF 
representative from Cambodia, 2010)  
He further commented:  
From our experiences regarding implementing community-based projects in the 
3S river basin and engaging with various communities, the issue of water 
resources development in the 3S is dramatic; there won’t be any single solution 
to the problem. I see that how important the IWRM is and why the concept is 
pushed by the ADB and MRC in the 3S rivers especially the intention to engage 
different groups of stakeholders. There is a need to consider that each river in the 
3S is different in terms of its context of water resources development and 
management”. If IWRM is promoted, there is a need to ensure that the 
concerned stakeholders are engaged throughout the implementation of the 
IWRM and their voices of livelihood concerns are heard and considered within 
water resources development. More importantly, there is a need to ensure that 
the basin development is oriented towards the need and aspirations of people who 
rely on the river for their livelihood and that development should not cause any 
further impacts to livelihood hardship experienced from the existing dams on the 
3S rivers. (WWF representative, interview on 1 June 2010) 
My observation about the meeting relates to the following aspects: how the ADB told 
stories about water resources development in the Sesan, how Sesan geographical scale is 
imagined, and how integration and participation are envisaged based on the ADB’s 
vision of water resources development and the imagination of the river basin.  
Ian Makin, Senior Water Resources Specialist at the ADB, said at the meeting:  
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This meeting fits perfectly with the ADB's approach to strengthening water 
resource management, in order to ensure that all people have access to enough 
safe water to meet their needs for their own wellbeing and development, while 
maintaining the integrity of freshwater ecosystems on which such development 
depend. This is essential for fulfilling ADB's commitment to reducing poverty 
through plans for inclusive and environmentally sustainable growth and the 
especially important regional integration of development plans. (Mr. M, 2010, 
interview dated 1 May 2010)  
Making an agreement on a vision for the basin was one of the objectives at the meeting. 
The 3S region is socially and politically constructed by the ADB as a geographical unit 
for IWRM implementation; this superimposition of the concept moves it from the 3S 
scale to the political. By framing the planning in the 3S in this way, the issues 
surrounding the water problem in the Sesan and river degradation may not be fully 
tackled. The Sekong and Srepok are less impaired than the Sesan, and present, in 
comparison to the Sesan, good opportunities for development when contrasted with 
opportunities in the Sesan which have been overshadowed by the concerns of the people 
whose livelihoods have already been destroyed. Each basin has its own context framing 
appropriate water resources management, but instead, social and political drivers are 
shaping water management in the basins. The visions of the people who live in the 
Sesan basin are, of course, different from those of the Srepok and Sekong basin people; 
such visions are based on their needs, interests and the lessons learnt from previous 
water resources development projects in the basins. These needs, interests and concerns 
have to be fully integrated into water resources planning. 
The ADB-MRC use crisis narratives of the 3S river basin, such as the 3S is under 
threat, as the justification for an integrated approach in water resources management 
and the implementation of the IWRM in transboundary river basin planning. The ADB 
sees the 3S as a very important basin for economic development where basin resources 
are used to serve the economic needs of the 3S countries. The “basins are at risk” and 
“we must act now otherwise the 3S will become dead rivers” narratives tell stories of a 
situation which could become worse. They provide the justification for coherent, 
coordinated planning which will provide good groundwork for the implementation of 
IWRM in the 3S. IWRM is claimed to be one of the most appropriate planning 
technologies to date to address the needs of the 3S and tackle the issues while 
promoting coherent planning and transboundary cooperation between the 3S countries.   
The IWRM discourse, which was emphasised and reiterated at the meeting, 
competes with the discourse on community participation. The NGOs stated clearly that 
participatory water resources planning will ensure more accountability in the context of 
the Sesan, (which is already experiencing water-conflict). The NGO representatives told 
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the meeting that, in the case of the Sesan, the community had learnt, from previous 
participation in Sesan water resources management, that, in point of fact, there was no 
meaningful participation taking place. They said that the affected people have to be 
included in the impact assessment process, their voices fully heard, their concerns taken 
fully into account, environmental social and  health assessments conducted and, more 
importantly, they have to be included in the decision making processes on hydropower 
in the Sesan. Instead of taking cognisance of the experiences of communities along the 
Sesan and seeing how they could be applied to guide planning in the Srepok and 
Sekong, the ADB adopted a top-down planning approach, justified in the name of 
IWRM.  In reality, the actual implementation of IWRM as an instrument for 
transboundary planning and stakeholder participation is just ‘business as usual’ and the 
paying of ‘lip service’.   
The meeting did generate diverse stakeholder consultation meetings with a fair 
number of representatives from the local scale, including non-state actors. However, 
opportunities for stakeholders to speak and share their concerns were limited as the 
meeting was dominated by the MRC colleagues, partners, ADB consultants, national 
consultants from the ADB working on this project, national government officers and 
national water management agencies who took it in turn to speak and support each 
other’s statements. The dominant view prevailed in the form of the language used in the 
discussions. Speakers stated their beliefs on how IWRM planning in the 3S should 
proceed. The consultants supported the statements made by the government senior 
officer, in order to foster the discussion. Statements made by senior government officers, 
ADB senior management and the MRC’s CEO were referred to in order to further 
confirm the commitment made at the meeting and direct the direction of the discussion. 
In the end, the ADB legitimised the outcome, (which served the ADB’s needs) by 
speaking of ‘stakeholder participation’ and the consensus reached by all on the planning 
for the 3S being done in the ADB’s way.    
According to Mr. P, the IWRM consultant for the 3S project:  
 
The focus of the project right now is the development of a website and the 
passing on of information, as much as possible, to the wider public.  There is no 
follow up plan at the moment; the meeting at Ban Me Thout is the final stage of 
the project, where the agreed-vision of the 3S was developed. Other plans have 
been developed to take the ideas forward - moving from vision to action.  
However, those processes are neither IWRM driven nor follow on from the 
IWRM meeting at Ban Me Thout. They include the setting up of the River Basin 
Organization (RBO) in Sekong through ADB Cambodia-Lao PDR-Vietnam 
Development Triangle Initiative, and Sesan RBO with World Bank funding 
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through the MRC Mekong-IWRM project. (Mr. P , 2011, interview dated 7 
December, 2011) 
 
He added:  
 
There might be two opportunities emerging for the setting up of a river basin 
organization in the Sesan: through World Bank funding to the MRC Mekong 
IWRM project and the other would be similar to the Sekong river basin 
organization which is funded through the ADB via the Development Triangle 
scheme of Cambodia-Lao-Vietnam. (Mr. P, 2011)   
 
Knowledge of impacts are downplayed, people’s knowledge of impacts is disregarded 
and NGO concerns are criticised as ‘white noise’ 
Livelihood impacts due to water resources development in Sesan, such as the Yali Falls 
Dam, are well documented. However, the knowledge built up through impact 
assessments and monitoring is not being well integrated into water resources planning 
in the Sesan. Such knowledge is based on local knowledge of livelihood changes and 
includes local ecological knowledge on things such as fisheries. The information and 
knowledge of the effects of water resources development in the Sesan on people’s 
livelihoods are criticised as being limited and lacking adequate scientific study to 
support the information. The government officers see that knowledge as untrustworthy 
and label it as ‘white noise’. Integration of local knowledge into the IWRM planning is 
recommended by the civil society representatives and NGOs. According to H.E. B of 
CNMC, “The NGO has to study well before criticising water resources development 
and plans in the 3S. I recommended that you conduct a thorough study prior to 
criticising the plan or any initiatives in the 3S” (H.E. B, comment made at the meeting).   
 
7.6 BRIDGE: building river dialogue and governance 
 
At the World Water Forum in Sweden in 2011, the IUCN launched the BRIDGE 
project. The project aims to promote transboundary governance through the 
implementation of IWRM which can be achieved through a ‘learning by doing’ process.  
The BRIDGE project aims to build water governance capacities through 
learning, demonstration, leadership, and consensus-building, in particular in 
transboundary river basin. (Alehandro Iza, Head of IUCN Environmental Law 
Centre (www.iucn.org)) 
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Poor water governance results in degradation and over-allocation of water 
resources is a cause of vulnerability for poor people and loss of biodiversity, and 
leads to weaker and less resilient livelihoods and economic growth. 
(www.iucn.org) 
The 3S river basins were chosen as case studies where the promotion of multi-
stakeholder dialogues and forums are organised; the expected result was that 
transboundary governance reform, negotiation, and trust between stakeholders would 
be fostered (www.iucn.org). The main output from the project was the situation analysis 
regarding water resources development in the Sesan and water resources management, 
and the key development platform which was initially developed by the ADB 3S basin 
project as a platform for information sharing. According to the Water Programme 
Officer for IUCN Asia, Ms. L:  
The 3S River Basins are an interesting project area as the focus lies on Mekong 
tributaries, instead of the mainstream Mekong. Shifting attention to these 
tributaries will also contribute to the overall Mekong river management. The 
project will be a catalyst for sustainable water resources development in the 
wider Asia region, including progress on transboundary cooperation. 
(www.iucn.org) 
 
7.7 STRIVER project: strategy and methodology for improved 
IWRM 
 
STRIVER is an academic-led implementation of IWRM in the Sesan. The strategy and 
methodology for improved IWRM, an integrated interdisciplinary assessment in four 
twinning river basins or STRIVER, is the joint effort of universities (UNESCO Dundee 
University, Linkoping University) and institutions (Norwegian Institute of Water 
Research - NIVA, Institute of Geography Vietnam) to promote the implementation of 
IWRM in the Sesan river basin (and twin river basins). The research targets policy 
recommendations for the operation of IWRM and the creation of institutions to handle 
transboundary water conflict in the Sesan, all based on scientific study and the 
implementation of IWRM. According to STRIVER, “there is a lack of clear 
methodology for implementing the IWRM concept and that there is a huge gap 
between concept and practice. Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) is a 
concept that drives much of the policy reform within the Sesan basin,” (STRIVER, 
2009a). According to STRIVER, IWRM is a relevant framework of planning that could 
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guide transboundary water resource planning in Sesan and promote transboundary 
cooperation. 
STRIVER positions itself as a ‘neutral agent’ and ‘scientific ambassador’ aiding 
the IWRM planning in the Sesan, and as an ‘independent facilitator for dialogue’. 
According to STRIVER: 
Transboundary management is a major challenge in the Sesan. The main 
problems are derived from the management of the hydropower reservoirs, 
upstream on the Vietnamese border with Cambodia. Although environmental 
impact assessments carried out in relation to various development projects 
pointed to the socio-economic and ecological impacts in the basin, adequate 
measures have not been implemented so far to address such impacts. Moreover, 
hydropower development currently is a priority in both countries, and it is 
important to consider the national interests versus local interests in future 
scenario development. (STRIVER, 2009a, p. 3)  
 
As stated in STRIVER Bulletin No.1: 
 
Both Vietnam and Cambodia have to implement modern principles of water 
management to cope with the development of more intensive, and large scale 
water resources exploitation. In both countries this new water management 
organization has started, but there is still a long way to go to be able to secure 
the “rights” of all water users’ interests as well as the healthy aquatic 
environment. (STRIVER, 2007, p. 7)  
 
Creating a cross-border institution which integrates concerns from the downstream 
water users and their rights into transboundary planning is the key goal for STRIVER. 
 
Water quality study supports concerns of the affected communities: reference document 
for NGOs to advocate for solutions to this problem 
 
Amongst the technical briefs produced under STRIVER, one of the most well-known 
and referenced is the STRIVER Limnology Study (Technical Brief No.12) which studies 
water quality and the contamination of the Sesan River by cyanobacteria. Due to the 
situation of poor water quality in the Sesan, one focus is to provide accurate information 
reflecting water quality issues and impacts. People who drink and bathe from/in the 
Sesan complain of skin irritation and infected skin and also suffer gastric disorders after 
using its water. “The aim of this study was to analyse the water quality in the Sesan 
River during the dry season, focusing on the presence of cyanobacteria, algae toxins and 
thermo-tolerant coliform bacteria (especially the indicator organism E.coli)” (STRIVER 
Technical Brief No.12). The study confirmed that there is contamination by 
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cyanobacteria during the dry season; in addition, the algae toxin microcystin was 
detected in the Sesan River water. Due to that contamination, the water from the Sesan 
is not suitable for human consumption. The STRIVER results contradict those of the 
MRC water quality assessment. The report said:  
 
Surprisingly, we found that a large portion of the phytoplankton volume in the 
river consisted of indicator species for a mesotrophic to eutrophic environment; 
indicating influence from upstream sources. More specifically, cyanobacteria and 
an especially toxic species were detected in addition to high levels of thermo-
tolerant coliform bacteria. (STRIVER, 2009b), based on Tiodolf, 2009 for 
STRIVER Technical Brief No. 12)   
 
The research outcome has been a reference point for local NGOs to further their 
agenda on how the dam is impacting on people’s lives, and it has been used as a point of 
reference against the MRC’s findings in their water quality assessment in the Sesan.  
The STRIVER research on water quality helped clarify the worries and concerns 
amongst the communities using the Sesan’s waters and, it confirmed that the problem of 
skin disease experienced by the riverside communities is contributed to by the 
contamination of cyanobacteria in the Sesan River.  
 
Participation through cross-border consultations 
 
According to STRIVER, “There are many dimensions and aspects to stakeholder 
participation in river basin management. Participation does not mean involving 
everybody in all decisions at all times, but rather it means thinking carefully about how 
to ensure that different interests can best be represented in different phases and forums 
of the multi-stakeholder process” (STRIVER Policy Brief 21, Stakeholder Participation 
in STRIVER project p.3). Throughout the meeting series planned under STRIVER, the 
key statement was:  
 
At the bilateral level, the need to establish an appropriate agreement – under the 
umbrella of the 1995 Mekong Agreement to promote the equitable and 
sustainable use of the entire Sesan basin was recognized, giving due recognition 
to the livelihoods of local communities. (STRIVER Policy Brief No. 13 
(STRIVER, 2009a, p. 4)) 
 
STRIVER Policy Brief no.12, concluded: “It was only in the stakeholder workshops that 
STRIVER could bring together actors from different countries or provinces sharing the 
river waters to discuss water management issues in the transboundary basin”. The 
workshops went a long way towards confronting the key challenge for IWRM 
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implementation in the Sesan which is the enhancement of stakeholder participation in 
Sesan water resources management and the creation of institutions to handle 
transboundary conflicts and promote cooperation between the two countries. 
“Transboundary cooperation should be addressed on a neutral platform. Such 
cooperation is difficult and often sensitive to address; it can be a hindrance to IWRM if 
not approached properly” (Nesheim, et al., 2009, p. 4). In the future, STRIVER can help 
by acting as a neutral agent to facilitate transboundary dialogue in the Sesan, through 
IWRM-based planning. STRIVER recommended that the problem of transboundary 
cooperation should be addressed from a neutral platform: 
  
A neutral platform is recommended to facilitate dialogue among stakeholders and 
between stakeholders and managers in transboundary and national basins-
stakeholder workshops- STRIVER Policy Brief no. 22. (Nesheim, et al., 2009) 
 
The project demonstrates that a considered use of IWRM can help facilitate the 
dialogue and transboundary negotiations between stakeholders towards a resolution of 
the Sesan’s water problems and conflicts. However, STRVER has been quite a minor 
player.  
  
7.8 Conclusion  
 
Through the analysis of the three dominant modalities of IWRM implementation in the 
Sesan, the World Bank Water Resources Assistance Strategy (WB and ADB), the 
ADB’s IWRM project (ADB and MRC) and the MRC’s IWRM planning process and 
IWRM-based development strategy, the researcher has concluded that IWRM-led 
water resources planning in the Sesan has understated the complexities of 
transboundary impacts and the historical livelihood struggles of the affected 
communities. Integration is interpreted to fit and accommodate the mission of the 
agency carrying out IWRM.  
The case of the Mekong Water Resources Assistance Strategy shows that 
IWRM is a tool used by the World Bank (and ADB) to advance their investment 
agenda in the Sesan. The World Bank and Asian Development Bank build alliances and 
coalesce their discourses of sustainability and IWRM to justify their position in 
promoting Mekong development. IWRM is the tool for claiming the banks’ legitimacy. 
The MRC’s IWRM planning process, where the Sesan is a sub-area planning unit, 
shows that the issue of Sesan transboundary impacts would not be addressed under the 
implementation of an IWRM-based development strategy. The Sesan river basin has its 
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own complexities of historical and cultural context of rights, marginalisation, resources 
exploitation and livelihood struggles. The complexities are not addressed in the MRC’s 
IWRM planning cycle, or stakeholder participation. The case of the ADB’s IWRM 
shows that a crisis-narrative is used to fuel IWRM discourse in the Sesan. The 
justification that IWRM could address the transboundary impacts in the Sesan and 
ensure coherent planning is rhetorical.  
The IWRM concept for transboundary water resources management in the 
context of Sesan is vague. In sum, there is little common ground between the IWRM 
vision of the WB, MRC and ADB and the dam affected communities and NGOs who 
advocate for greater transboundary water resources management.  A move beyond 
IWRM as a best practice approach is needed; there is an urgent need for the historical, 
social, and cultural context of the Sesan and its livelihood struggles to be incorporated 
into transboundary water resources management and planning.  
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Chapter 8: Discussion  
 
8.1 Introduction 
 
This thesis has been mainly concerned with how different social actors in the Sesan 
develop arguments to address Sesan transboundary impacts, grounded within a 
discourse of integration and participation. The study seeks to show how the different 
meanings around integration and participation reveal fundamental differences hidden in 
the seemingly inclusive discourses of IWRM. Two sets of case studies are illustrated in 
order to demonstrate how integration and participation are framed, and the implications 
of these framings for Sesan water resources management and governance. One is the 
globally-led concept of water resource management called IWRM which is promoted as 
a means for integrative water resources management and conflict mitigation in the 
Sesan; the other is the bottom-up approach or the grassroots efforts that promote 
participatory transboundary governance. Both case studies articulate integration and 
participation in relation to Sesan transboundary governance.  
A key finding in the thesis is that integration and participation are employed as 
discursive devices by key Sesan water players in the social framings of transboundary 
impacts. . The Sesan is a highly charged terrain of discursive battles around means to 
address transboundary impacts. The interplay of diverse framings of integration and 
participation and power relations between the key actors (development bank agents, 
river basin commission and NGOs) shapes the space of engagement by the dam-affected 
people in Sesan transboundary governance. 
Shaping the space of engagement means controlling who should be participants 
(i.e. affected communities), what knowledge counts and what does not, which debates 
are valid and which are not. What happens inside that space is portrayed through the 
form of protest, citing community statements at meetings, imposing the views of 
governance on other actors under the label of integrative water resources management, 
using narratives as a device to frame arguments for conflict resolution in the Sesan, 
lobbying, stakeholder consultation, empowered participation and negotiation. The space 
of engagement in Sesan transboundary governance is not fixed: the space is manoeuvred 
through discourses of integration and participation regarding management of Sesan 
transboundary impacts and meanings of governance. 
The other findings in this thesis are that: 
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(a) The phenomena of the Sesan transboundary impacts and the means to 
address them are, at root, discursive as well as material phenomena. 
Unpacking the discursive framing of Sesan transboundary impacts reveals 
that narratives (or storylines) are devices, used by different key water 
players to impose their views of Sesan transboundary governance. For 
example, the ADB uses crisis narrative as a framing device for imposing 
arguments for IWRM implementation in the Sesan as means to address 
Sesan transboundary impacts and conflicts;  
 
(b) The embeddedness of Sesan’s challenges within multiple geographical 
scales and the associated scalar narratives have been used by different key 
water players to justify their interests and agendas in claiming ownership 
over Sesan water resource development, imposing certain practices of 
water resource management and planning (i.e. IWRM) and to expand 
grassroots-based movement and justice advocacy for the dam-affected 
people in order to gain leverage; 
 
(c) The framing of Sesan transboundary impacts through a discourse of 
integration and participation is a strategic act which is tactically crafted to 
gain control over the space of engagement within Sesan transboundary 
governance. The historical engagement of social actors in the Sesan (i.e. 
dam builders and funders, river basin managers and anti-dam NGOs) and 
their worldview of governance play a crucial role in influencing the social 
framing; 
 
(d) The framing of Sesan transboundary impacts through the lens of 
integration and participation, as influenced by IWRM, is a device to 
control the space of engagement of the dam-affected people in Sesan 
transboundary governance; 
 
(e) The framing of Sesan transboundary impacts through a discourse of 
integration and participation, as demonstrated in the case of 3SPN, is 
strategically crafted to enact the politics of scale from below; that is, to 
reclaim the scale of river and livelihood change caused by the Sesan dams 
and to press for justice beyond borders. 
The organisation of this chapter is threefold. First, there is an illustration of how 
diverse actors of Sesan key water players imagine the Sesan geographical scale and scale 
politics underpinning Sesan hydropower development (section 8.2). Second, the chapter 
discusses the discursive framing of river basin governance from different scale 
perspectives and how the framing of integration and participation influences water 
resources management in the Sesan, drawing on the case of IWRM and Sesan advocacy 
(section 8.3). Third, in order to illustrate how the space of engagement in Sesan 
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transboundary governance is crafted and what actions happen in the space, the ‘power 
cube’ concept (Gaventa, 2006b) is used to illustrate the space of engagement (section 
8.4). 
8.2 Multi-scale analysis of the Sesan transboundary water problem  
 
The importance of Sesan geographical scale and scale politics 
Scale is very important in analysing transboundary water problems caused by 
hydropower development on the Sesan River in three ways: first is the relationship 
between the actors and their interests in Sesan water use and control, such as 
hydropower initiatives; second is the way in which Sesan geographical scale is framed 
and imagined through scalar narratives (such as the ‘Sesan as a transboundary resource’ 
serving national interests) in order to claim ownership over Sesan water resources 
development; and third is how grassroots resistance to the Sesan dams is framed in 
order to bring justice to the dam-affected people. Their perceptions of relevance to scale 
framing are highly contested. Sesan geographical scale has been used and framed by 
different water players to claim ownership of Sesan water resources and legitimise their 
agendas.  
In the context of the Sesan, hydropower development (the cause of 
transboundary problems in the Sesan) is shaped by diverse social and political processes 
such as the decision-making processes of the states (Cambodia and Vietnam), a complex 
web of actors (development banks, upstream dam operators, stock exchange agencies 
and state agencies) and their interests at different scales, regionalisation and region-
building initiatives imposed by the actors, and environmental and social movements of 
resistance to the Sesan dam. Scale construction implies actors’ interests which can be 
changed over time, according to influential social and political processes (Delaney & 
Lietner, 1997).  
The researcher concurs with Sneddon’s (2003) view of scale as the site of 
multiple political struggles and the site where actors further their interests through 
scalar narratives. Sesan geographical scale has been strategically constructed and 
framed through hydropower development to serve the economic development agenda 
justified by the hegemonic actors such as development banks and the state agencies 
responsible for electricity generation such as the Ministry of Mining and Energy. The 
geographical scale of the Sesan river basin acts as a node of social and political 
contestations of the ideologies, worldviews and discourses (of development) of actors 
and their interests. It has been used by different key water players in the development of 
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hydropower in the Sesan to justify their interests and agenda. For example, Sesan 
hydropower development projects are portrayed by the World Bank and Asian 
Development Bank, through their Water Resources Assistance Strategy, as justifying 
certain models and practices of water resource management and planning. The framing 
of Sesan geographical scale portrays the Sesan as transboundary hotspot for water 
resources development and the Sesan as transnational space for riparian nations to 
further their economic cooperation. The process of scale construction in the Sesan leads 
observers to recall the argument made by Sneddon (2003) which sees Sesan 
geographical scales as nodes of conflict resulting from different political worldviews and 
ideologies and the way in which actors imagine the Sesan through water use and water 
resources development. 
Table 7. Geographical scales of the Sesan hydropower development and management 
and how they are constructed and used by different water players. 
 Scale Explanation of scale configuration and scalar strategies 
Scale associated with hydropower 
development 
The geographical scale where actors (and their networks) 
justify their interests over Sesan water use and control and 
water resources development i.e. ADB, WB, MRC. 
Local The scale of livelihood of the riverside communities and the 
scale that dam impacts are felt in the form of river and 
livelihood changes. 
Livelihood changes include reduced fisheries and food security, 
reduced income generation from vegetables and fish, poor 
water quality for drinking water and health impacts. 
National  The scale whereby dam benefits are justified, namely to serve 
the national economy of upstream Vietnam and Cambodia (as 
an electricity exporter). 
This is the scale where NGOs and communities seek justice, 
and demand accountability. 
Regional  The scale that dam benefits are justified in relation to regional 
growth and regionalisation, namely Cambodia-Lao-Vietnam 
economic development triangle initiatives where dams are 
central to the agenda.  
This is the scale at which new alliances between anti-dam and 
pro-livelihood groups are forming such as 3SPN and Fishery 
Coalition of Cambodia 
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Sesan transboundary impacts Four dimensions of Sesan transboundary impacts; 
hydrological-ecological-social-economic changes caused by 
Sesan dams. 
Hydrological  Hydrological dimension of river changes such as flow 
fluctuations and reduced water quality. 
Ecological The scale of river change due to hydrological alteration of the 
river causing ecological change such as reduced fisheries; the 
river no longer provides resources for local livelihoods. 
Social Livelihood impacts due to the loss of river functions (such as 
natural flood cycle) and resources (such as fisheries), lack of a 
means of transportation and the collapse of livelihood 
strategies. 
Economic Economic livelihood impacts such as loss of income from 
fisheries and riverbank garden and resultant debt. 
Scale of Sesan water resources 
management 
The scale of approaches and claims by planners and actors to 
justify their planning process and stakeholder participation for 
achieving Sesan governance. 
Local  The scale that underpins the framing process of NGOs and 
their advocacy; the scale has been used for community-based 
research and advocacy of resistance to the Sesan dams. 
Narratives of dam impacts and livelihood struggles including 
participation are used to voice concerns from the dam-affected 
people and enhance participation. 
Watershed  The scale at which environmental destruction caused by 
deforestation has occurred and which exacerbates the intensity 
of Sesan transboundary impacts felt by the riverside 
communities at certain locales. 
River basin The river basin is the scale for IWRM planning. It is the 
geographical scale that IWRM is justified and implemented; 
IWRM projects undertaken in the Sesan aim to handle 
transboundary impacts and promote sustainability in water 
resources development. 
The scale at which stakeholder participation and water 
resources planning are undertaken. 
This is the scale where communities seek to articulate 
connections and in contrast development agencies justify 
integrated planning. 
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Scale of grassroots advocacy The scale at which the anti-dam grassroots movement is 
organised. The intention is to factor in concerns from the dam-
affected people and demand for an appropriate mechanism in 
place for handling conflicts caused by hydropower 
development and raise issues of livelihood struggles and poor 
participation of the dam affected people.  
 
Local 
 
Dam-affected people are mobilised at the local scale. Issues of 
livelihood changes are discussed and shared within the 
network. Local NGOs such as 3SPN and NTFP play crucial 
roles in raising the issues of livelihood struggles to higher 
scales through their advocacy strategies. 
National 
 
 
National NGOs, such as NGO Forum, mobilise the issue of 
dam impacts to a higher scale of governance by using several 
strategies such as network building amongst concerned NGOs 
and forming coalition such as the RCC. 
RCC narratives focus on enhancing greater accountability in 
decision making about the dams in Cambodia. The nation-wide 
campaigns target transparency in dam development and a 
greater inclusion of the dam-affected people. 
Regional/International 
 
NGOs, such as International Rivers and Oxfam, advocate the 
issues of dam impacts to the wider public in their campaigns 
and help address the issues globally. 
 
As demonstrated in Table 7, the scale complexities underpinning Sesan 
hydropower development and governance are socially and politically constructed; they 
have been configured, used, framed, claimed and rescaled by the key water players to 
achieve their agenda in water resources development, management and governance in 
the Sesan. Scale is a frame of reference to justify the actors’ interests in controlling 
Sesan water use, management and governance. There are diverse and contested 
perspectives on how each scale is justified. These scales do not operate in silos. They 
interact through networks supported by government and non-government 
organizations. For example, the river basin organization is supported by development 
banks and provincial government. NGOs support river networks to help boost 
information sharing and lodging the concerns of the dam affected people to different 
scales.    
In the context of Sesan water resources development, the politics of scale refers 
to the ways in which the key actors in Sesan water use and control, perceive and frame 
the Sesan geographical scale and create strategies to claim, configure and reconfigure 
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the Sesan to serve their respective agendas and achieve legitimacy and, in addition, 
maintain power over Sesan water use and control. Unpacking scale complexities in 
Sesan hydropower development resembles what Sneddon (2003) posits: scale is seen as 
the site of multiple political struggles and the site where actors further their interests 
through scalar narratives.   
The politics of scale in Sesan water resource development is highly contested due 
to the multiplicity of actors, their interests at multiple scales and power relationships 
which have dictated the choices and decisions made on Sesan hydropower development. 
According to Kurtz (2003), 
The politics of scale is the manipulation of power and authority by actors and 
institutions operating and situating themselves at different spatial scales. The 
process is highly contested, involving numerous negotiations and struggles 
between different actors as they attempt to reshape the spatiality of power and 
authority. (Kurtz, 2003, p. 894)  
Lebel et al. (2005) highlighted the four mechanisms underlying scale politics in 
the Mekong, especially at the regional water resources scale: These are telling stories, 
building alliances, deliberative alternatives, and controlling technology. Telling stories 
is associated with the geographical scale of the Mekong and actor’s interests in water 
resources development and management. Coalitions and partnerships are formed 
around stories which set the position of actors to be hegemonic or constrain other 
stories (Lebel, et al., 2005). The stories of IWRM are the most ambiguous, according to 
Lebel et al. (2005). They imply different ways in which stories are told and 
interpretations of integration and participation. The stories may deliberately justify 
integration or, on the other hand, the way in which integration has been framed and 
interpreted has led to infrastructure development in the basin. In the context of Sesan 
hydropower development and resistance, the four strategies are used and contested to 
fuel actors’ agendas for claiming ownership over Sesan water resources and shaping 
transboundary governance.  
 
Table 8. Unpacking mechanisms underlying Sesan scale politics: ‘telling stories’, 
‘deliberative alternatives’, ‘building alliances’ and ‘controlling technologies’. 
Mechanisms How each mechanism is manifested in Sesan water resources 
management 
Telling stories The World Bank tells stories of IWRM as a key instrument to 
achieve sustainable development in the Sesan where environmental, 
social and economic objectives can be reconciled. The Sesan is the 
planning unit where heavy infrastructure can go hand in hand with 
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community-based water management initiatives.  
The ADB tells stories that IWRM implementation in the Sesan is 
needed because of the crisis of the dams and river degradation. The 
issue of river degradation must be addressed through IWRM.  
The MRC tells stories that IWRM implementation in the Mekong 
will bring about sustainable development. The Sesan is the sub-area 
planning unit; stakeholders get together to discuss the basin vision, 
development opportunities of the basin and the concerns. 
Sustainable development of the Mekong can be achieved by IWRM 
implementation.  
Oxfam Australia and WWF tell stories of sustainable hydropower 
and push for the Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Protocol 
to be applied. The testing of the protocol on the Sesan is a plan. 
The 3SPN tells stories of transboundary impacts caused by the 
Sesan dams. The advocacy is framed around the issue of dam 
impacts and rights to be heard and included in the impact 
assessments and decision-making process. 
The state agencies of Vietnam tell stories of dam development 
being necessary for electricity generations and industrialisation. 
The state agencies of Cambodia and their leaders tell stories of 
dams that would generate revenue to alleviate poverty and that 
several Cambodian cities will get an electricity supply. 
The River Coalition of Cambodia (RCC) tells stories of the dam-
affected people whose livelihoods are affected by the Sesan dams, 
provides comments to the EIA report and calls for the inclusion of 
affected communities in impact assessments, EIA reviews, the 
design of compensation and resettlement plans. It also calls for the 
participation of the affected communities in the Sesan decision-
making process.  
Building alliances The World Bank and ADB launched MWRAS in 2006; the 
strategy indicated IWRM is the main instrument for achieving 
sustainable development in the Mekong. To inform the strategy, 
the World Bank joined hands with the MRC to conduct scenario 
assessment studies where projections of dam development on the 
Mekong are assessed; the result informs water resources 
development strategies in the Mekong.  
The ADB joined hands with the MRC to undertake IWRM in the 
3S project; the project attempts to push forward the 
implementation of IWRM for conflict mitigation in the Sesan.  
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The ADB, MRC and WWF cooperate on environmental criteria for 
hydropower in the Mekong whereby hydropower assessment tools, 
such as the Rapid Sustainability Assessment Tool, are promoted to 
assess dam impacts in the Sesan. 
Social scientists and other academics conduct research to support 
advocacy on the Sesan; although the research is community-led in 
nature, social scientists play a key role in analysing the information 
and in writing publications. 
The 3SPN and other concerned NGOs (on Sesan dam issues) build 
a coalition to resist Sesan dams and argue for the rights of the 
affected communities and their voices to be integrated in the Sesan 
decision-making process. 
Deliberative alternatives The 3SPN argues for appropriate compensation for the dam-
affected communities and the inclusion of the affected people in the 
key three processes of dam development; environmental impact 
assessments and social impact assessments, cumulative impact 
assessments,  and decision-making on the Sesan dam. 
In the case of Lower Sesan 2 dam, the ‘best practice of 
compensation and resettlement’ (primarily promoted by the World 
Commission on Dam Guidelines) is suggested to be applied. There 
is a need to take into account the affected people’s voices and needs, 
that is, to include the potentially affected people in assessment 
studies, EIAs, CIAs, SIAs and engage them in the design of 
environmental management plans (EMPs) for the dam. Best 
practice principles underlie 3SPN advocacy in the case of Lower 
Sesan 2.  
Tools such as the hydropower sustainability assessment protocol 
(HSAP) and rapid sustainability assessment tool (RSAT) are 
promoted to ensure a full account of environmental, social and 
economic assessment of the dams. The actors, such as Oxfam 
Australia and the WWF, are the key figures pushing forward the 
agenda of hydropower sustainability.  
According to the best practice of compensation and resettlement, 
alternative approaches to electricity generation should be 
considered. This is to delay the decision to go for hydropower.  
The World Commission on Dam Guidelines are used as the 
overarching strategy for dams and justice. They recommend the 
rights-based approach and principle of free-prior-informed-consent 
(FPIC) where the rights of the affected communities and their 
voices are fully included in the dam construction process, impact 
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assessment and decision making. Right-based activism is part of the 
3SPN’s advocacy. 
Controlling technologies  The advocacy of 3SPN targets the incorporation of dam impacts 
into dam design and targets environmental flows. Restoring 
livelihoods of the downstream people through the provision of 
environmental flow is advocated in the case of upstream dams on 
the Sesan. In the case of Lower Sesan 2, the potential impacts need 
to be incorporated into the design of the environmental 
management plan.  
 
8.3 Social framings of Sesan transboundary water problems  
 
Using the concept of ‘environmental imaginaries’ of Peet and Watts (1996) provides 
insight into how the framing of Sesan water problems is undertaken and the tactics that 
are applied. The term ‘framing’ means construction of frameworks that factor in 
different perceptions and assessments of environmental change, its causes and the 
problems associated with it. According to Forsyth (2003), “the local perception of 
evaluation of environmental changes may be referred to as framing.” (p. 77). Special 
attention is drawn to how frames shape politics in terms of what actions are taken to 
address an environmental problem and how such actions are constructed (Forsyth, 
2003). In the context of Sesan transboundary water resources management, the concept 
of ‘social framing’ is drawn upon to unpack the framing of livelihood struggles of the 
dam-affected communities and the means of addressing the impacts caused by the Sesan 
dams. Framing is perceived as a dynamic process which entails both the agency and 
collective action. Social movements use framing to render meaning and to guide action 
to legitimise social problems (Benford & Snow, 2000). How the framing of Sesan 
transboundary impacts through integration and participation influences Sesan water 
resources management and politics is articulated below, drawing from two case studies 
of the 3SPN and the implementation of IWRM in the Sesan. 
Unpacking the actors’ framing of Sesan transboundary impacts through 
integration and participation is also done by discourse analysis. According to Feindt and 
Oels (2005), a discourse analysis of policy making shows how environmental problems 
and a related set of subjects and objects are discursively produced and rendered 
governable (p.163). Drawing on Foucault, Hajer (2003) uses Foucault’s definition of 
discourse: 
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Discourse is here defined as a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts, and 
categorisations that are produced, reproduced, and transformed in a particular set 
of practices and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities. 
(Hajer, 2003a, p. 44) 
 
Hajer (2003) emphasised the significance of storylines in the discourse coalition 
approach. The three important aspects are the actors, their storylines and the practice in 
which the discursive activity is based. The role of storylines is a main vehicle that 
induces social change. Storylines play a role in positioning subjects and structures 
(p.55). Being attentive to the situations and context in which storylines are uttered is 
significant in discourse analysis. Unpacking storylines reveals how actors continue 
changing the definition of an environmental problem (Hajer, 2006). Forsyth (2003) 
draws attention to the analysis of narratives in relation to the role that actors portray 
(such as victims) to enhance power and enact political implications. According to Hajer 
(2006), “storylines are the medium through which actors try to impose their views of 
reality on others, suggest certain social positions and practices, and criticise alternative 
social arrangements” (Hajer, 2006, p. 71). In line with Hajer’s discourse coalition, 
Forsyth (2003) posits: 
The interaction between different narratives and arguments may therefore lead 
to the enforcement of a perceived reality and framing of the external world that 
is a product of the argument. (p.98) 
The use of the concept of framing and the discourse coalition approach have 
resulted in the knowledge that the discursive practices of Sesan water resources 
management (and the means to address the impacts) are influenced by the identity of the 
actors (development bank agents, planners, river basin commissions, NGOs); their 
missions and their historical engagement in the Sesan; the way in which actors imagine 
the Sesan geographical scale (the Sesan as a hotspot for investment, the Sesan as a 
platform for transboundary planning); and the discourses they employ in enhancing 
their agenda relating to water development and management.  
8.3.1 3SPN and its discursive framing of Sesan transboundary impacts 
 
The case of 3SPN shows that the environmental justice-framing in the 3SPN’s advocacy 
is a tactic for articulating the issue of Sesan transboundary impacts and gaining leverage 
at higher scale of governance. The framing of 3SPN advocacy is considered as placing 
‘injustice’ frames around the issues of Sesan dams and the impacts which highlight the 
issues of environmental, social and economic costs of the dams and the exclusion of 
affected people and their concerns. NGOs use framing to render meaning to their 
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advocacy and guide actions (Benford & Snow, 2000). According to Towers (2000), 
expanding the agenda of grassroots activism to environmental justice includes shedding 
light on historical struggles through activism and the expansion of networks among 
concerned NGOs. Moreover, it calls for political action that provides remedies to 
livelihood changes caused by the Sesan dams, as well as addressing injustice issues. 
The 3SPN framing begins by factoring in local perceptions on river changes and 
relevant phenomena and livelihood impacts into its Sesan anti-dam advocacy. The 
framing is rooted in varied social, economic, cultural and political realities of the Sesan 
hydropower development and historical struggles of riverside communities. The 
historical struggles of dam-affected people are factored prominently into its framing and 
advocacy. Collective action of the movement stems from the shared experiences of 
livelihood struggles of the affected communities and community mobilisation towards 
environmental and social justice by NGO facilitation. This creates discursive repertoires 
of resistance to Sesan dams which are reflected through different strategies applied by 
the 3SPN and its allies.  
The framing of environmental justice within the 3SPN re-invokes Sesan 
geographical scale in order to negotiate its meaning and reclaims the scale of the river 
basin for the affected people whose livelihoods have suffered because of Sesan dams. In 
the context of Sesan dams, this means recognising the rights of the affected community 
and enhancing their participation in Sesan impact assessment and decision-making 
processes. The three principles of environmental justice, participation, recognition and 
distribution underlie the 3SPN advocacy and its network. Empowered participation, 
within the context of 3SPN, links the discourse of rights to power; that is, the right to 
be heard and the right to be included in the Sesan decision-making process. Central to 
the advocacy is the demand for rights that are articulated to be heard and for 
environmental and social justice and procedural justice to be provided so that the 
participation of the affected people is fully accounted for in the Sesan hydropower 
decision-making processes (participative justice). The advocacy attempts to connect the 
injustice issues caused by the Sesan dam to the decision-making landscape of Sesan 
hydropower. Multi-scale advocacy through networking with others concerned and 
forming coalitions are strategies to place the issues of dam impacts and injustice 
squarely at the higher scale of governance.  
The main 3SPN storylines can be categorised into three groups: livelihood 
impacts due to the Sesan dams (local perceptions and how they are framed in advocacy), 
injustice issues caused by the Sesan dam, and demands from the affected communities. 
These are the storylines that dominate the advocacy of the 3SPN and its terrain of 
resistance against large dams on the Sesan. The stories of livelihood changes and 
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demands for justice are articulated through community statements and testimonials, 
meeting attendances, letters to the government, petitions, reports by NGOs on Sesan 
dam impacts and academic reports and journal articles, as well as discursive repertoires 
such as testimonials from affected people, slogans and marching on annual celebration 
day. The storylines include: 
1. Recognition of the rights of the riverside communities (ecological, 
socioeconomic and cultural) and the significance of the river to their 
livelihoods. 
2. Restoration of the river and the provision of environmental flow to restore 
fisheries. 
3. Provision of appropriate compensation to the affected communities and 
engaging them in compensation plans and resettlement plans and designs. 
4. Inclusion of affected people in the Sesan dam decision-making process; 
ensuring development on the Sesan River is people-centred. 
5. Promotion of participation of the affected people in dam impact assessments, 
compensation and resettlement designs and plans and decision-making 
processes of the Sesan dams. 
6. Inclusion of environmental, social, economic and cultural concerns of the 
dam-affected people in the hydropower development and decision-making 
processes of the Sesan dams.  
The 3SPN discursive repertoires of dam resistance encompass the aforementioned 
statements and needs, and they are presented through the following process and events: 
writing letters and petitions; organising celebration days and crafting community 
statements; taking part in local, national and regional meetings to raise their concerns 
and articulate demands; and organising World Rivers Day to showcase their advocacy. 
The advocacy attempts to ensure that the social, environmental and economic costs of 
the Sesan dams are integrated into decisions and that there is greater participation by 
the affected communities in decisions made about the Sesan dams.  
The recognition of rights and risk assessment is central to the recommendations 
made by the World Commission on Dams (WCD), and its best practice approach is the 
main feature embedded in the 3SPN advocacy. The discourse of dam justice spearheaded 
by the WCD provides a frame of reference to justice for Sesan advocacy and argues for 
more accountable and transparent hydropower development on the Sesan River where 
rights and risks are integrated into decision making on Sesan dams. The dam-affected 
people are consulted through the process of WCD development at a global and regional 
scale. The WCD 2000 report recommended participation from the people affected by 
dam construction and its decision-making process. Key areas of the report’s 
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recommendations include managing impacts on downstream communities, applying 
environmental flows, assessing alternatives to the dam and energy options, ensuring 
compliance and sharing benefits, and the principle of public participation. The WCD 
guidelines are used as a reference for arguing for greater accountability in Sesan 
hydropower development.  
While applying the WCD’s recommendation of rights and risk assessment in 
order to promote dam justice in the case of Sesan hydropower development, the 3SPN 
organises local activism with networking and coalition with other concerned NGOs to 
place the issue of dam impacts and the needs from affected communities at a higher scale 
of governance. The 3SPN advocacy demonstrates how the Sesan is a place and its 
historical, social, economic, cultural context is unfolded to shape advocacy. The 
grassroots activism based on the local struggles of the dam-affected people (due to 
livelihood changes) is expanded to the scale of environmental and social justice in order 
to promote accountability in the Sesan dam decision-making processes and 
transboundary governance. The discourse of environmental and social justice that the 
3SPN employs magnifies the collective action of the network and the activism of the 
NGOs in relation to resistance to dams on the Sesan.  
The use of the discourse of environmental and social justice as the master frame 
dictates how the movement functions and operates and its discursive repertoires for 
advancing injustice issues of the Sesan dams. More specifically, collective action brought 
by the Sesan dam-affected people is considered as both a ‘rights frame’ and an 
‘environmental justice frame’ reflecting the diverse needs and interests of the dam-
affected people and their identities, and their rights and concerns for seeking justice. 
The framing of Sesan transboundary impacts through a discourse of integration and 
participation, as demonstrated in the case of the 3SPN, is strategically crafted to enact 
the politics of scale from below; it represents reclamation of the scale of the river and 
livelihood changes caused by the Sesan dams and a movement for justice beyond 
borders.  
The 3SPNterrain of resistance to Sesan dams includes a discursive framing of 
Sesan transboundary impacts and the means to address them. It frames articulation 
through the organisation of events and partnerships with other NGOs and mechanisms 
for addressing dam injustices, such as issues of the lack of recognition of the dam-
affected people who live in Cambodia, lack of participation of the dam-affected people in 
the Sesan decision-making process and the lack of a distribution of benefits to the dam-
affected people. The framing of the 3SPN, through integration and participation, 
endeavours to expand the space of engagement in Sesan transboundary governance 
whereby affected communities can gain greater participation and political recognition.  
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8.3.2 IWRM and its discursive framing of Sesan transboundary impacts 
 
This section demonstrates how discursive framings of Sesan transboundary impacts 
through integration and participation are strategically crafted in order to shape Sesan 
transboundary governance. According to the ADB, IWRM is justified as a means to 
address fragmented water resources management in the Sesan. Stories of Sesan water 
resources development and impacts are told in ways that justify IWRM as a means to 
achieve a full integration of the concerned stakeholders in transboundary planning. The 
way in which IWRM language is crafted consists of narratives about the degradation of 
Sesan water and river resources due to the fast pace of water resources development on 
the Sesan river; the implementation of IWRM is justified as a remedy for the impacts. 
Predominately, in the language of the ADB, crisis narrative is used as a framing device 
to articulate the situation of Sesan transboundary impacts and to justify the 
implementation of IWRM. The novelty of IWRM as means of enhancing conflict 
mitigation is highlighted via greater inclusion of the affected people in transboundary 
planning.  
ADB storylines, as mentioned, reflect how the situation of river degradation 
caused by the Sesan dams is told in a way that justifies IWRM as a remedy to the 
problems. Integration means coordinated actions between stakeholders to address the 
problems on the Sesan. Integration is seen as means for conflict management regarding 
the transboundary issues caused by the Sesan dams. The IWRM planning stories 
regarding the 3S Rivers, as told by the ADB, connote visionary dreams that 
stakeholders can cooperate in addressing the issues arising from the fast pace of water 
resources development on the Sesan River. They provide a sense of what is possible and 
desirable and an agreed vision. Setting an ‘agreed vision’ is a key planning narrative 
used by the ADB to create a pathway of shared-responsibilities or to make Sesan water 
resources development and its fragmented water resources management everyone’s 
business. Participation in the case of the ADB’s vision of IWRM is justified at the levels 
that is between ‘involve’ and ‘collaborate’ according to the IAP spectrum.  
At the Lower Mekong scale, the MRC justifies IWRM as a key instrument to 
guide transboundary planning to achieve sustainable development of the Mekong. This 
largely corresponds with the 1995 Agreement and the MRC’s mission to promote 
sustainable development in the Lower Mekong basin. The MRC has adopted IWRM as 
key instrument to guide transboundary planning in the Mekong where water resources 
and its related sectors are adequately considered for future planning. Sub-area planning, 
as set out under the implementation of IWRM, provides an avenue whereby basin 
stakeholders such as affected people, NGOs and state agencies can discuss issues of 
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Sesan water resources development and livelihood changes and set  agreedvision for 
future development. Through sub-area planning, such as sub-area 7C and 7V, issues of 
Sesan water resources development, impacts and future development are discussed.  
Unpacking the arguments and key narratives of the MRC in addressing Sesan 
transboundary impacts against the backdrop of MRC governance and its mission to 
achieve sustainable development of the Mekong is the focus from this point forward. 
The role of the MRC is often criticised by civil society and NGOs in respect to the 
Sesan dams. Proactive mechanisms, with the role of MRC as facilitator, are needed to 
ensure ongoing negotiations between Cambodia and Vietnam. Joern Kristensen, Chief 
Executive Officer of the MRC (2000-2004) wrote to the Phnom Penh Post to clarify the 
MRC’s position regarding the Yali Falls Dam:  
With regard to the Yali Falls dam, MRC at the request of the governments of 
Cambodia and Vietnam facilitated the establishment of a joint committee to 
discuss the environmental impact, management, adverse effects, the dam’s water 
release and future construction. MRC continues to facilitate meetings of this 
Committee through the provision of expert advice from the MRC Secretariat. 
The meetings are coordinated by the governments of Vietnam and Cambodia. 
MRC cannot dictate the direction or decision that the committee makes. That is 
the responsibility of the two governments concerned. (19 July, 2002)  
In 2004, the Phnom Penh Post reported the statement made by the NGO Forum 
referring to the role of MRC in dealing with Sesan dam issues:  
Until late last year the Cambodian government had been working through the 
MRC to persuade Vietnam to mitigate the devastation caused by Yali Falls but 
talks have so far produced only pledges for cooperation on future studies and 
early warnings for water releases from Sesan dams. (26 March, 2004) 
The MRC responded to concerns from the civil society regarding the Yali Falls Dam:  
Policy advice on this issue (Sesan) has been provided over a period of time to 
member governments but any decisions made ultimately come from the 
governments as sovereign nations. Similarly, any claims for compensation would 
need to be made through the established channels of cooperation between 
Cambodia and Vietnam. To date no claim has been lodged. (Phnom Penh Post 26 
March, 2004)  
The MRC portrays itself as the agency whose legitimacy hinges on the service it 
provides to the four member countries and their demands. The role of the MRC is often 
criticised by civil society and public regarding its capacity to facilitate conflict 
mitigation processes such as in the case of the Yali Falls Dam. Taking a more proactive 
stance in stakeholder participation and engaging with the dam-affected people in order 
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to enhance accountability in dam decisions on the Mekong and tributaries is the role 
that civil society and the NGOs anticipate from the MRC.  
 Recognition of the dam-affected people as key stakeholders in the MRC IWRM-
led planning process was a key step whereby the MRC demonstrated its willingness to 
engage with basin stakeholders and undergo integrated water resources management 
where policy coherence and meaningful participation are generated. Under IWRM-led 
planning, the Sesan is a sub-basin planning unit organised under basin-wide IWRM 
where stakeholders are engaged; concerns are addressed through sub-basin planning 
forums and meetings organised by the MRC Secretariat Basin Planning Unit and the 
National Mekong Committee. Sub-area planning is an avenue where integration and 
participation are translated into action at the sub-area scale such as analysing water 
resources policies of the countries that share transboundary sub-areas such as Cambodia 
and Vietnam and undertaking sub-area meetings where stakeholders such as state 
agencies, NGOs, and dam-affected people debate water resources problems and future 
water resources development. At the sub-area level, the vision for the basin is set, and 
development opportunities and key livelihood concerns are discussed including visions 
for future water resources development. According to the MRC,  
Basin development plan stakeholder consultations are an opportunity for open 
discussion about the challenge, visions, and approaches to development and 
management of the Mekong River Basin. The MRC faces pressures on balancing 
sometimes conflicting interests of different actors, both from within the member 
countries and from external donor. Civil society groups understand the vision of 
the MRC’s sustainable development agenda, but the MRC has been 
conspicuously absent in situations where the interests go against its own agenda 
and visions. (MRC, 2008, p. 48) 
The MRC BDP must not only continue to develop a better understandings of the 
needs, diversity and characteristics of the stakeholders, but must also prove its 
willingness, and its efforts to encourage stakeholders participations, reaching out 
to the poor and marginalised groups, and promoting the relevance of the MRC 
and BDP. (MRC, 2008, p. 57) 
Integration means balancing views of different stakeholders and factoring their 
livelihood concerns into planning; participation means reaching out to the poor and 
marginalised groups.  
The main criticism of the MRC’s IWRM is the weakness of stakeholder 
participation and the integration of the livelihood concerns into policy making on water 
resources development and management. Stakeholder consultation (and participation) in 
the case of the MRC’s IWRM demonstrates tokenism; issues of power relations and 
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historical struggles resulting from changes in the Sesan River are not fully taken into 
account. According to this critique, 
If the MRC is truly to become an IWRM agency, the sense and rights of 
ownership must be broadened within riparian states and riparianisation of the 
organization needs attention from senior political levels to grassroots and civil 
society levels. (Hirsch & Jensen, 2006, p. 117) 
The rights, risks and responsibilities (3Rs) should be integrated into the IWRM-
based planning. The assessment of 3R calls for an increase in the involvement of 
basin stakeholders, especially civil society and NGOs, in the planning process. 
The 3Rs shall be reflected in the IWRM direction and plan. (Dubois, 2010 
WorldFish representative address at the MRC Stakeholder Consultation 
Meeting)  
The 3Rs shed light on the social implications of water resources development and 
call for an integration of the affected people’s rights and risk assessment to be 
integrated into water resources development and transboundary planning. Integration 
means ensuring that the 3Rs are fully met; rights of the dam-affected people are 
considered and the risks associated with their livelihoods and responsibilities are 
assessed appropriately, for example compensation is paid to the affected.  
The vision of integration in the context of the MRC’s IWRM is challenged by the 
perceptions of civil society. Putting people at the centre stage and reassessing 
participation and power issues in water resources development were key 
recommendations from civil society and the NGOs at the MRC Stakeholder 
Consultation Meeting. Reassessing power relations issues means reconsidering the 
stakeholders; that is, who are included and excluded in the space of participation. Cooke 
and Kothari (2001) argued that the dynamics of participation and the dimensions of 
power relations should be fully considered. Participation without power is subterfuge 
(Smith, 1998). “Power relations help to shape boundaries of participatory spaces, what is 
possible within them, and who may enter, with which identities, discourses and interest” 
(Hickey & Mohan, 2004, p. 34). Following this line of argument, Edmund and 
Wollenberg (2001) advocate participation that takes into account the diversity of 
stakeholder and strategic behaviour and alliance building. Participation that emphasises 
“strategic behaviour and selective alliance building, promises better outcomes for 
disadvantaged groups in most cases” (Edmund & Wollenberg, 2001, p. 231). 
Assessing stakeholder participation in the case of the MRC’s IWRM reveals that 
the historical, cultural, social and economic context of the Sesan hydropower 
development and livelihood struggles, as well as issues of injustices caused by the Sesan 
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dams, are not fully acknowledged through stakeholder participation under the IWRM-
led planning processes of the MRC.  
At the Mekong scale, the World Bank adopted IWRM to guide transboundary 
water resources development and planning. Through the development of the Mekong 
Water Resources Assistance Strategy, the World Bank justified IWRM as an 
instrument to guide transboundary water resources planning. The main storylines of 
the World Bank that are reflected within the MWRAS Strategy are concerned with the 
selection of the Sesan as a hotspot for IWRM planning, the justification of planning by 
using river basin scale and using IWRM to inform investment and water resources 
development strategies. The adoption and implementation of IWRM directs attention 
away from the Sesan transboundary impacts and creates the new set of beliefs that 
heavy infrastructure can be reconciled with natural resources management or 
community-based projects. The storylines that have evolved around the Sesan highlight 
it as a strategic spot for planning where water resources development is also promoted: 
1. The 3S basin is chosen because it is the area that may attract large investment 
funds from development banks and the private sector. 
2. Preparing for practical water management and development at the scale of 
the Lower Mekong Basin with all stakeholders is, however, not feasible. The 
scale is too large, crowding out locally important considerations (here, the 
justification of sub-basin planning, such as in the Sesan, is to ensure local 
inclusion of the impacts and concerns of the affected communities into the 
planning process articulated by the Bank). 
3. IWRM can meaningfully complement existing or new heavy infrastructure 
investments such as hydropower. 
The discursive framing of the WB and ADB in the case of the MWRAS does not 
explicitly focus on the issue of transboundary impacts and their management, but 
instead opts for the reconciliation of the three development objectives (environmental, 
social and economic) which is perceived as necessary for sustainable development in the 
Mekong. Balanced development, trade-off, and sustainability are key terms in the 
IWRM discourses. In the case of the MWRAS, the implementation of IWRM obscures 
the nature of Sesan transboundary impacts and conflict. This means it ignores the 
reality of Sesan transboundary impacts and its associated hydropolitics which are 
historically rooted within the social and political context of the Sesan dams. The 
impacts are downplayed against the potential opportunity to promote the basin and 
ensure sustainable development. The IWRM from the World Bank case shows that 
IWRM is used to camouflage their investment agenda on water resources in the Sesan. 
As Molle (2008) noted, “IWRM is used to uphold and give legitimacy to conventional 
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developmental approaches” (p. 153). In the case of the MWRAS, knowledge production 
through modelling exercises and impact assessments is a tool for legitimising the bank’s 
agenda on Mekong development.  
The use of the IWRM rhetoric as a depoliticizing act is therefore profoundly 
political in itself, as it does not critically question - but, rather, reinforces - the 
traditional role, mandate and worldview of the main actors in water resources 
management, favouring the status quo and business as usual strategies. (Molle, 
2008, p. 135) 
 
8.4 Space of engagement of Sesan transboundary governance 
 
The main outcome of this thesis demonstrates that the mechanisms for addressing 
Sesan transboundary water problems are at root discursive; there is a discursive battle 
between discourses dictating the ideologies and worldviews of actors who are involved 
in water resources management and governance. The researcher’s interest hinges on 
two aspects: unpacking the social framings of Sesan transboundary impacts in IWRM 
and Sesan advocacy, and exploring the space of participation and engagement of the 
dam-affected people under Sesan transboundary governance (as demonstrated, this is 
shaped by the discursive strategies of the key water players). 
Sesan water resources management and governance is a highly charged terrain 
for discursive battles between the key Sesan water players. Discursive battles here refer 
to the articulation of the impacts (and livelihood changes), injustice issues caused by the 
Sesan dams and the means of addressing the impacts through storylines of water 
resources management and advocacy strategies. Framing Sesan transboundary impacts 
through a discourse of integration and participation is a device for promoting 
governance and maintaining legitimacy of the hegemonic actors such as ADB and 
World Bank and MRC while the dam-affected people and NGOs use the framing 
technique to further their agenda and advocacy in order to promote participatory 
transboundary governance. The researcher argues that the interplay of the discourses of 
integration and participation, grounded in integrated water resources management, 
crafts and shapes the space of engagement of the dam-affected people in Sesan 
transboundary governance.  
The case studies of 3SPN advocacy and IWRM implementation reveal that the 
interplay of integration and participation discourses shapes Sesan water resources 
management and governance; the discourses are environmental and social justice and 
integrated water resources management. On one hand, the mechanism for addressing 
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the impacts hinges on a greater integration of affected people and their participation in 
Sesan hydropower development (impact assessment, preparation of environmental 
management plans and decision-making processes); on the other hand, the mechanism 
to address the impacts lies with the implementation of IWRM in which the Sesan is a 
sub-basin planning unit that allows stakeholder participation to take place. 
There is a difference between ADB’s IWRM approach and 3SPN’s approach to 
water. ADB’s vision of IWRM lacks attention to issues of justice and the power 
inequality between stakeholders, whereas 3SPN’s approach puts maximum effort in 
engaging the dam affected people and focus on solving current problems. The ADB’s 
IWRM approach is more outward looking while the 3SPN’s approach to water 
management primarily focuses on seeking solutions to livelihood impacts and 
compensation.  
The case of the advocacy of the 3SPN and its allies reveals that, under the 
influence of the discourses of environmental and social justice, the need to integrate and 
enhance participation of the affected people is framed to argue for a greater recognition 
of the affected communities, their rights and their inclusion in Sesan decision-making 
processes and empowered participation. On the point of integration, 3SPN advocacy 
aims to ensure livelihood integration in Sesan transboundary planning and hydropower 
development decision-making processes. 
 In order to explore how the interplay of discourse of integration and 
participation shapes the space of engagement by the dam-affected people in Sesan 
transboundary governance, Gaventa’s (2006) ‘power cube’ is used to unpack the power 
relations in the space that has been the writer’s focus. “Spaces are seen as opportunities, 
moments and channels where citizens can act to potentially affect policies, discourses, 
decisions and relationships that affect their lives and interests” (Gaventa, 2006a, p. 26). 
Following Gaventa, the writer’s position is to see power as pervasive and embedded in 
all the relationships between actors and discourses (Gaventa, 2006). The interaction 
between scale (local, national, regional) and forms of power (hidden, invisible and 
visible) dictates the space of engagement; power is acted out in different spaces 
including closed space, invited space and claimed space. Visible form of power is 
demonstrated through processes such as decision making, hidden power includes how 
actors shape or influence the political agenda behind the scenes; and invisible power is 
norms, beliefs and ideology.  
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Figure 24. The concept of power cube used for analysing power relations and how the 
space of engagement is created (Gaventa, 2006b). (Source: John Gaventa’s presentation 
at Novib Workshop, November 2007, Institute of Development Studies) 
Using Gaventa’s framework in this thesis, the following table demonstrates how 
each space is defined as per the relationship between power and the level of power in 
which actors are located; the space of engagement in the Sesan transboundary 
governance is illustrated as below.  
Table 9. Using Gaventa (2006) to analyse the space of engagement in Sesan 
transboundary governance. 
Level/scale Closed space Invited space Claimed space 
External Donors’ decision to 
fund IWRM in the 
Mekong.  
- World Commission on 
Dams; process and 
outcome to address dam 
injustices. 
- Emergence of IWRM 
and its promotion 
globally through 
meetings and 
workshops. 
Global dam justice 
movements and 
initiatives advocate dam 
justice around the 
world where rights and 
risks associated with 
dams are fully 
acknowledged. 
 
Regional (Mekong and 
Lower Mekong focus) 
Hydropower 
development initiatives 
and projects result from 
- The development of 
World Bank Water 
Resources Assistance 
Save the Mekong 
Coalition - the 
campaigns coordinated 
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regional economic 
meetings. 
Strategy (WB and 
ADB). 
- Hydropower 
Sustainability Initiative 
such as Oxfam 
Australia and WWF. 
- Lower Mekong Basin 
IWRM-based strategy 
(MRC). 
- ADB’s IWRM project 
on 3S Rivers. 
- WWF-MRC-ADB 
environmental criteria 
for hydropower and the 
rapid sustainability 
assessment test for 
Sesan hydropower. 
by International Rivers 
to promote more 
transparency and 
accountability in the 
dam development on 
the Mekong.  
The RCC advocates for 
more transparency and 
accountability in dam 
decision making 
process. 
3SPN takes part in the 
campaign, together 
with RCC. 
RSAT testing in the 
Sesan with the 
involvement of NGOs 
and dam-affected 
people. Direct 
involvement from the 
dam-affected people 
may induce a greater 
inclusion of the dam-
affected people in the 
dam impact assessment 
process.  
National Dam decision made at 
national level (the 
issues include lack of 
public access to 
information and lack of 
accountability in 
decision making). 
 
National IWRM 
strategies. 
- State-led EIA process 
and impact assessment 
which invites public 
comments but is very 
limited. The issues 
include civil society, but 
people who are affected 
by dams are not 
included in impact 
assessment, never see 
the EIA and have never 
been invited for 
comments.  
- IWRM 
implementation and 
planning where 
River Coalition of 
Cambodia (RCC) 
advocacy targets 
nation-wide dam 
development and calls 
for more accountability 
for Mekong dams.  
NGO Forum and 
advocacy for dam 
resistance. NGO Forum 
is the secretariat for 
RCC.  
3SPN is a key partner 
in the NGO Forum. 
Nation-wide and 
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different stakeholders 
participate in meetings 
and sub-area forums. 
- CEPA advocacy and 
attempt to reflect 
concerns from the dam-
affected people  
transboundary 
campaigns. 
Local Impact assessment 
study of dam, dialogue 
with dam developers.  
- CPWF-CEPA survey 
on Lower Sesan 2 dam 
in 2011 and the attempt 
to negotiate 
resettlement plan for 
Lower Sesan 2. 
- Affected people 
participate in the 
IWRM meeting and 
other meetings that 
discuss Sesan water 
resources development. 
 
-The establishment of 
river basin organization 
(RBOs) is  
3SPN advocacy 
through community 
mobilisation, advocacy 
and dialogue 
programmes. Local 
concerns are factored 
into the advocacy and 
its terrain of resistance.  
CEPA advocacy such as 
the case of Lower Sesan 
2 and its attempt to 
integrate concerns from 
the dam affected people 
into compensation and 
resettlement plans. 
The concept of RBO 
brings together actors 
concerning sustainable 
development of the 
river basin including 
local communities, 
government officials at 
district level and NGO 
workers.  
 
The space of engagement in Sesan transboundary governance is imbued by the 
discursive framings of Sesan transboundary impacts, discourse interplay and power 
relations between the water players. Analysing integration and participation from the 
two case studies in the Sesan results in the understanding that the 3SPN advocacy and 
its terrain of resistance attempts to claim a space of engagement or enhance the 
‘claimed-space’, whereas the case of IWRM in the Sesan and participation is at the level 
of ‘invited-space’ only.  
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The use of Gaventa’s notion of space to explore the dynamics of the space of 
engagement in Sesan transboundary governance reveals that the space that NGOs 
advocate (claimed-space) for greater accountability and transparency in the decision-
making process of Sesan dams differs from the space where practices of water resources 
management (IWRM implementation) are imposed and stakeholder consultations are 
organised; the ‘invited space’. In order to challenge the ‘closed space’ of Sesan dam 
decision-making processes, NGOs such as the 3SPN (networking and in coalition with 
other NGOs) use multiple strategies and tactics of injustice framing, as influenced by 
the discourse of environmental and social justice, to advocate for empowered 
participation of the dam-affected people in dam development. Claimed-space 
encompasses a full recognition of the rights of the affected people, integration of their 
livelihood concerns and their participation in the dam-decision making process.  
Drawing on Gaventa, actions and discursive battles in the space of engagement 
can be described as follows: contested arguments are relevant as a means of addressing 
transboundary impacts and the need to integrate livelihood concerns and participation, 
anti-dam lobbying, protest, mobilisation of concerns across scales, and, discourse 
coalition and alliance building, lodging complaints to governments and demands from 
affected communities, claim-making and debates on water resources development, 
livelihood changes, and negotiation. Further, the space of engagement in Sesan 
transboundary governance is not static; it is dynamically redefined and manoeuvred by 
discourses of integration and participation and discursive interplays between the actors. 
At one level, the discourses are IWRM, sustainable hydropower, environment and the 
social injustice of dams; at another level the discourse is of integration and participation.  
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Chapter 9 Conclusion 
 
9.1 Summary  
 
This thesis has examined discursive framings of transboundary impacts and how 
different key Sesan water players have framed their arguments to address the impacts. 
Of particular focus has been how the framing has influenced the actors’ practices of 
Sesan water resources management, the politics surrounding it, and Sesan 
transboundary governance. The framing focuses on a justification of the need to 
integrate different sectors of interest, on the one hand, and the concerns of the affected 
people, on the other, and a desire to enhance stakeholder participation in Sesan water 
resources management and governance. More specifically, the thesis has addressed the 
following two research questions: 
How do the key Sesan water players frame their arguments in terms of 
integration and participation to address the Sesan transboundary impacts?  
How do different ways of framing influence the practices and politics of water 
resources management in Sesan transboundary governance?  
In addressing the research questions, a critical hydropolitics framework situated 
within political ecology and environmental justice was applied, as explained in chapter 
2. The investigation included the social framing of integration and participation in two 
case studies: the implementation of IWRM in the Sesan and 3SPN advocacy. In relation 
to the case study of IWRM, Chapter 3 illustrated how the concept of IWRM emerged, 
its evolution and its discursive appropriation of integration and participation. The 
contextual investigation of integration and participation was undertaken by using 
discourse analysis and an ethnographic approach, as explained in Chapter 4. This 
approach is useful for demystifying the speeches, statements and positions of actors and 
the context that frames their positions and statements, including what is said and what 
is hidden. Through statements and speeches articulated by the key Sesan water players, 
Sesan geographical scale has been imagined and framed by the different social actors, 
and their scalar narratives have been used to justify their interests and agendas in both 
claiming ownership over Sesan water resource development and imposing certain 
practices of water resource management and planning (namely, IWRM), as illustrated 
in chapter 5.  
The discursive framing of Sesan transboundary impacts was examined and 
analysed in the case studies. One case study considered the locally-led advocacy for 
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environmental and social justice in the Sesan river basin where the need to integrate the 
affected peoples’ concerns and enhance their participation in Sesan water resources 
development and management has been factored into and framed in the advocacy. The 
other was the globally-led concept of IWRM, as implemented in the Sesan, where 
integration and participation have been instrumental in achieving transboundary water 
governance. As such, the case study of the 3SPN pivots around the ‘environmental 
imaginaries’ of the Sesan transboundary impacts as portrayed by the dam-affected 
people and the framing of the problems within the NGO discourse through integration 
and participation (chapter 6). The case of IWRM framing, as demonstrated in chapter 7, 
articulated the history of the implementation of IWRM in the Sesan (and the Mekong) 
and the planning process in which integration and participation are manifested. More 
importantly, the chapter considered how the implementers of IWRM have framed their 
arguments around the means to address Sesan transboundary impacts and undertake 
integration and participation with engagement from Sesan stakeholders, especially the 
affected people.  
Chapter 8 illustrated the social and scalar framings of Sesan transboundary 
impacts and the means of addressing them through a discourse of integration and 
participation. Through the application of environmental justice theory, the key issues 
were considered such as the unequal distribution of social, environmental and economic 
costs and benefits of dams, the exclusion of the affected communities from the impact 
assessment process, inadequate consultation with the affected people in respect to 
resettlement and compensation plans, and poor participation by the dam-affected people. 
Based upon the analysis the discursive formation of Sesan transboundary impacts in the 
discourse and practices of Sesan water resources management, the thesis calls for 
transboundary water resources management in the Sesan to take account of the 
geographical, historical, cultural, social and political contexts of the Sesan from where 
the issues of injustice associated with Sesan dams emerged.  
The main conclusion of this thesis is that the social framings of Sesan 
transboundary impacts through integration and participation, as articulated by the 
hegemonic actors in the Sesan, can serve as governance devices for those actors to claim 
their legitimacy in Sesan water resources management. Nevertheless, the claims made 
by powerful actors are also being challenged by the alternative social framing of the 
dam-affected people, who are finding political spaces of engagement and gaining 
leverage in the governance of Sesan transboundary water resources management. As 
such, the social framing of integration and participation is also a political technology for 
the less powerful actors, the dam-affected people, to claim for themselves a space of 
engagement in Sesan transboundary governance.  
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The theoretical contribution from this thesis to critical hydropolitics framework is 
how transboundary water conflict in the case of Sesan is understood and framed within 
practices of water resources management, in relation to injustice issues of the dam 
development in the Sesan and struggles of the affected people. In other word, to what 
extent the environmental and social injustice issues of Sesan dams are addressed within 
water resources management. Using a situated framework of critical hydropolitics 
within political ecology and environmental justice theoriesallows holistic assessment of 
discursive framing of Sesan transboundary impacts; it reveals the role of discourse 
dictating Sesan water use and factoring in issue of dam injustice, and demonstrate the 
interplay of discourses in shaping Sesan transboundary governance as well as tactics for 
shaping the space of engagement by the dam affected people in Sesan governance.  
The thesis demonstrates that different social framings of integration and 
participation, and their interplays, have shaped the space of engagement of the dam-
affected people in Sesan transboundary governance. Diverse interpretations of the 
problem and power relations have triggered an entanglement of discourses which have 
produced an arena in which interpretations and power relations are manoeuvred and 
where the space of engagement in Sesan governance is controlled in terms of who 
should participate, what knowledge counts, what debates are valid, and what are not.  
 
9.2 Limitations and avenues for future research 
 
There are two main geographical limitations to the current research: the first is the 
limitation of a study carried out in a single location. It is highly likely that the political 
and discursive dynamics elsewhere differ from the case examined here. The second 
limitation of the study is the lack of access to the Vietnamese side of the border, where 
most of the hydropower development has taken place. Therefore, the geographical scope 
of the study has been limited to Cambodia and makes the analysis of transboundary 
resources development and its impacts somewhat incomplete.  
However, the application of the framework of critical hydropolitics situated 
within political ecology and environmental justice shows that there is a potential for 
such research in encouraging more equitable resources management practices. There is 
pressing demand for further research in the Mekong and elsewhere. Future research 
needs to be attentive to three main considerations: (1) the scale politics underpinning 
hydropower development in a transboundary river basin and its complex hydropolitics; 
(2) a consideration of the issues of dam impacts from the lens of justice; and (3) an 
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alternative imagination of the river basin from the NGO and the anti-dam grassroots 
perspective.   
An alternative approaches to the IWRM is needed that can take better account of 
justice and more human-centered conceptions of the basin. Such approaches needs to be 
context-specific and grounded in grassroots struggles over dam impacts and in the 
context of environmental and social injustice in a transboundary river basin such as the 
Sesan. In addition, the approaches that place more emphasis on finding a solution to the 
struggles of the dam affected people while encouraging their participations in the dam 
planning and decision making process are crucial.  
The theoretical and practical application of the situated-framework of critical 
hydropolitics within political ecology and environmental justice is pressing area 
demanding further research with other case studies in the Mekong and elsewhere. Such 
research needs to be attentive to three main considerations; (1) scale politics 
underpinning hydropower development in the transboundary river basin and its 
complex hydropolitics; (2) considering issues of dam impacts from the lens of justice; 
and (3) alternative imagination of the river basin from the NGO and the anti-dam 
grassroots perspective.   
There is also a great potential to conduct a more encompassing analysis through 
different case studies in the Mekong which could be extended to other world regions 
with different transboundary dynamics. Such analysis should take into account the 
hydropolitics of a transboundary river basin and its contested power relations based on 
upstream and downstream position or politics of scale, as demonstrated in this thesis. 
Such an extended analysis could build on the social framing of integration and 
participation and the extent to which it influences practices of water resources 
management and governance in a wider set of contexts.   
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